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PREFACE 


Introducing Philosophy: A Text with Integrated Readings presupposes no background in 
the subject and no special abilities. Intended primarily as a textbook for a one- or two- 
semester introductory course, the book provides the course materials from which instruc- 
tors and students can focus on a variety of problems and perspectives. The point of this 
textbook is to present students with alternatives on the issues and let them arrive at their 
own conclusions. These conclusions should be based on arguments in class and with 
friends or classmates, as well as on the discussions in this book. The purpose of philoso- 
phy is to encourage each person to think for himself or herself; no single source of argu- 
ments or information can take the place of personal dialogues and discussions. A textbook 
is ultimately a sourcebook; everything in it is to be taken as a cause for further argument, 
not as a final statement of results. The book does not attempt to sway students toward any 
particular philosophical positions, but rather presents basic philosophical problems and 
powerful philosophical arguments to encourage students to think for themselves. 

Introducing Philosophy derives from more than thirty years of teaching in very dif- 
ferent schools in various cities, states, and cultures. The text is based on the belief that 
philosophy is a genuinely exciting subject, accessible not only to specialists and a few 
gifted undergraduate majors but to everyone. Everyone is a philosopher, whether en- 
rolled in a philosophy course or not. Most of us are concerned with the same basic prob- 
lems and use the same essential arguments. The difference is that someone who has 
studied philosophy has the advantage of having encountered stronger and more varied 
arguments than might have been available otherwise. In this book, the major philoso- 
phers of the past twenty-five hundred years give students these various arguments from 
their sources. 

Introducing Philosophy is thus a text that combines the history of philosophy with 
current thinking about the problems of philosophy, two approaches to the study of phi- 
losophy that are too often opposed to each other. But the history of philosophy is the 
history of thinking about the problems of philosophy, and the problems of philosophy 
are those problems that have been shaped and motivated by the history of philosophy. 
There cannot be one without the other. Accordingly, the early chapters of the book fol- 
low a rough chronology, from the ancient Greeks and earlier cultures through the me- 
dieval and modern periods and the great philosophers who have defined those periods 
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and philosophy as a whole. But the same chapters introduce and present alternative an- 
swers to the central problems of philosophy, questions about the nature of reality, the 
existence and nature of God, the possibility of human knowledge, the nature of truth, 
and self and personal identity. 

This dual approach offers introductory students direct contact with substantial read- 
ings from significant works in the history of philosophy but removes the unreasonable 
demand that they confront these often difficult works in full and without commentary or 
editing, as they would in the originals or in most anthologies. This book is not, however, 
a historical introduction but rather an introduction to the problems of philosophy and 
the various ways in which they have been answered. The history of philosophy thus 
serves to illuminate these problems and replies, not the other way around. 

Although the language of philosophy is often specialized and sometimes difficult, 
this book is as free of jargon and special terminology as possible. Where necessary, the 
most important and widely used philosophical terms are carefully introduced within the 
text and also summarized in glossaries at the end of each chapter. Brief biographies of 
the philosophers discussed are provided at the end of the book. Although the book deals 
principally with the philosophers’ ideas rather than with their lives, it is valuable to have 
the student learn their precise place in history. 

Responses to the first seven editions of Introducing Philosophy have been both grati- 
fying and helpful in preparation of this edition for a new generation of students. In this 
edition, the first published by Oxford University Press, the most evident change is the ad- 
dition of pedagogical materials, both thought-provoking questions and end-of-selection, 
end-of-section, and end-of-chapter self-testing questions to provide immediate feedback 
for the students. The idea is to encourage students to articulate the point of what they have 
just read, instead of just allowing it to “pass through” on the way to the next reading. I 
have tried to supply these without distracting from the text or overloading it with teach- 
ing apparatus, leaving the text and the selections as the center of focus. As for content, 
after spending the last few editions beefing up the cultural, multicultural, and feminist as- 
pects of the text, I have returned to my roots in analytic philosophy and added a number 
of important readings to various chapters to bring the material up-to-date. For instance, I 
added Sextus Empiricus and Edmund Gettier to Chapter 3 (Knowledge); a bit more John 
Searle and also David Braddon-Mitchell, Frank Jackson, and Colin McGinn to Chapter 
6 (Mind and Body); Daniel Dennett and more Harry Frankfurt to Chapter 7 (Freedom); 
and Gilbert Harman to Chapter 8 (Ethics). I have also added more recent formulations of 
the ontological argument for the existence of God and a contemporary version of the ar- 
gument from design to Chapter 2 (Religion). I have added Emma Goldman on anarchism 
to Chapter 9 (Justice). I also cleaned up a number of infelicities in the text that have been 
pointed out to me by users of the last edition. 


For the Instructor: How to Use This Book 


Introducing Philosophy is written for a complete course, and the chapters build on one 
another in logical sequence. Nevertheless, each chapter has been written as an inde- 
pendent unit so that it is possible to use the book in a variety of ways and for a variety 
of courses. Within each chapter, too, various sections can be selected for shorter discus- 
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sion. For example, some instructors may want to use only the first sections of Chapter 2 
(Religion) or only a few key sections from Chapter 5 (Self) and Chapter 7 (Freedom). 
Some may want to emphasize the multicultural material. Others may choose to omit 
this material and focus on classical Western philosophy. 

A full course might include the Introduction and all ten chapters, but this may be a 
heavy load for an average one-term course. At the other extreme, a short course (for ex- 
ample, a summer term or a class that meets only once a week, a quarter system, or a 
class that prefers to treat a few central issues in detail) might only use half the chapters. 
The following outlines are suggestions for a variety of uses of the book adapted to dif- 
ferent lengths and kinds of classes: 


MAXIMUM COURSE (one very full term) 
Introduction; Chapters 1-10 


MINIMUM COURSE (summer, part-time, quarter) 
Introduction; Chapters 1, 2, 3, 5 
TWO-TERM COURSE 
First term: Introduction; Chapters 1--6 
Second term: Introduction; Chapters 7—10 


AVERAGE COURSE (14—16 week term; chapters in parentheses are optional) 
Introduction; Chapters 1, 2, (3), (4), 5, (6), 7, 8, (9), (10) 

ETHICS AND RELIGION/VALUES COURSE 
Introduction; Chapters 2, 5, 8, 9, (10) 

METAPHYSICS AND EPISTEMOLOGY COURSE 
Introduction; Chapters 1, (2), 3, 4, (5), 6, 7 


Some classes may prefer to begin with either Chapter 2 (Religion) or Chapter 8 (Ethics) 
and reorder the sequence of chapters. The basic course—tailored to the average one- 
term, 14-16 week class meeting three times a week—would be: 


Introduction; Chapters 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 


The remaining chapters can be added as time and interest permit. 

In this edition, I have used alphabetic letters and numbers to designate sections and 
subsections within the chapters. Because some of the most important chapters (e.g., 
Knowledge, Self, Freedom, and Ethics) are longer and more involved, many instructors 
prefer to assign a few sections rather than an entire chapter. For instance, in Chapter 4 
some instructors may prefer to deal only with the standard three theories of truth and dis- 
pense with the material on European philosophy (Kant and following) in the sections that 
follow. Others may prefer to delete the theories of truth and launch right into Kant fol- 
lowing the discussion of Hume. So, too, some instructors may prefer to deal with the ar- 
guments concerning God's existence but dispense with the problem of evil; some may 
want to talk only about the basic problem of freedom versus determinism without sub- 
jecting students to the (comparative) subtleties and intrigue of the variations of “soft de- 
terminism.” Other instructors may want to teach a brief history of ethics (Aristotle, Hume, 
Kant, Mill) without treating such general topics as ethical relativism. Some classes might 
emphasize the global and cross-cultural nature of philosophy; others might choose to ig- 
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nore the multicultural material altogether and just focus on the Western history of phi- 
losophy. Or some will prefer to focus only on the ongoing problems of philosophy and 
more or less ignore the historical development of these problems. I am confident that this 
edition makes all of this much easier to do. 


For the Student: Doing Philosophy 


Your attempt to develop your own thoughts—to “do” philosophy as well as to read what 
others have done—is central to any study of philosophy. Philosophy, more than any 
other field, is not so much a subject as it is a way of thinking, one that can be appreci- 
ated fully only by joining in. While reading each section, therefore, do not hesitate to 
put down the book at any time and do your own thinking and writing. When reading 
about metaphysics, for example, think about how you would develop your own view of 
reality and how you would answer the questions raised by the first philosophers of an- 
cient Greece or the Orient. When confronted by an argument, consider how you might 
argue for or against a given position. When facing an idea that seems foreign, try to put 
it in your own terms and understand the vision that lies behind it. And when facing a 
problem, always offer your own answer as well as the answers offered by earlier 
thinkers. In philosophy, unlike physics or biology, your own answer may be just as le- 
gitimate as those given by the philosophers of the past, and there may be equally inter- 
esting answers from different traditions. That is what makes philosophy so difficult to 
learn at first, but it is also what make it so personally valuable and enjoyable. 

Most of the readings and all of the chapters are followed immediately by questions 
for you to answer, either out loud with other students or in class or in writing, perhaps 
by way of a class journal or as an addition to your class notes. Most of the questions are 
intended simply to encourage you to articulate the point of what you have just read, put- 
ting what you have just read in (more or less) your own words. All too often when we 
are reading new or difficult material we just allow it to “pass through” on the way to the 
next reading. We all have had the experience of reading a long passage, even spending a 
considerable amount of time on it, and then afterward finding that we are unable to say 
anything about it. The aim of the questions, therefore, is to force you to say or write 
something. Some of the questions are thought-provoking, but most are aimed simply at 
providing immediate feedback for you. We ask, therefore, that you take the questions 
seriously and consider them an integral part of your reading assignment. 


Writing Philosophy 


With the foregoing ideas in mind, it should be obvious why talking about philosophy 
with friends and classmates, raising important questions and objections in class, and 
writing down ideas are so very important. Articulation reinforces comprehension, and 
arguing against objections broadens understanding. Writing papers in philosophy is a 
particularly important part of any philosophy course, and there are certain general 
guidelines to keep in mind: 


1. Begin your essay with a leading question. “Thinking about” some philosophical 
issue can be fun, but too easily loses direction and purpose. For instance, thinking 
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about “freedom” involves far too many different problems and perspectives. Asking 
such questions as “Is freedom of action compatible with scientific determinism?” or 
“Can there be freedom in a socialist state?” gives your thinking a specific orienta- 
tion and way of proceeding. 


. Be clear about the difficulties you face in tackling the question. Are the terms of the 


question clear? It is not always necessary or possible to define terms at the start of 
your essay. Indeed, defining the key term might be the basic and most difficult con- 
clusion you reach. Also, it is often a poor idea to depend on a dictionary (even a 
good one) for clarifying your question. Dictionaries are not written by philosophers 
and generally reflect popular usage—which may include just such philosophical 
misunderstandings as you are attempting to correct. 


. Clarify the position you are arguing. Don’t force the reader (your instructor) to 


guess where you are going. When you are clear about the question you ask, it will 
help you clarify the answer you intend to give, and vice versa. In fact, you may well 
change your mind—both about the question and the answer—several times while 
you are writing; this is the real danger of attempting a one-draft-the night-before 
approach to essay writing. 


. Argue your case. Demonstrate why you hold the position you do. The most fre- 


quent criticism of student papers is “This is your assertion: where is the argument?” 
When an exam question asks you to discuss an idea or a quotation “critically,” this 
does not mean that you must attack it or find fault with it, but rather that you need 
to consider the merits and possible inadequacies, consider the reasons given, and 
give your own reasons for what you say. 


. Anticipate objections to your position and to your arguments, and take the offensive 


against rival positions. If you don’t know what your position is opposed to, it is 
doubtful you are clear about what your own position is. If you can’t imagine how 
anyone could possibly disagree with you, you probably haven’t thought through 
your position carefully. 


. Don’t be afraid to be yourself, to be humorous, or charming, or sincere, or per- 


sonal. The most powerful philosophical writings, those that have endured for 
centuries, often reflect the author’s deepest concerns and attitudes toward life. 
However, remember that no philosophical writing can be just humorous, or charm- 
ing, or sincere, or personal. Make sure everything you write—including a joke—is 
relevant to the topic at hand. What makes your writing philosophical is that it 
involves general concerns and careful arguments while attempting to prove an 
important point and answer one of the age-old questions. 
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INTRODUCTION 


The unexamined life is not worth living. 


SOCRATES 


A. SOCRATES 


He was not the first philosopher, but he was, and is still, the ideal of philosophers. Once 
assured by the oracle at Delphi that he was the wisest man in Athens, Socrates (470-399 
B.C.E.) borrowed his view of life from the inscription at Delphi, “Know Thyself.” Mix- 
ing humility with arrogance, he boasted that his superiority lay in his awareness of his 
own ignorance, and he spent the rest of his life making fools of the self-proclaimed 
“wise men” of Athens. 

In the opinion of Socrates and other critics of the time, the government of Athens was 
corrupt and notoriously bumbling, in marked contrast to the “Golden Age” of Pericles a 
few years before. Philosophical arguments had become all cleverness and demagoguery, 
rhetorical tricks to win arguments and legal cases; political ambition replaced justice and 
the search for the good life. Socrates believed that the people of Athens held their prin- 
ciples glibly, like banners at a football game, but rarely lived up to them and even more 
rarely examined them. Against this, he developed a technique of asking seemingly in- 
nocent questions, trapping his audience in their own confusions and hypocrisies, ex- 
ploding the pretensions of his times. And against their easy certainties, he taught that 
“the unexamined life is not worth living.” He referred to himself as a “gadfly” (an ob- 
noxious insect with a painful bite), keeping his fellow citizens from ever becoming as 
smug and self-righteous as they would like to have been. Accordingly, he made many 
enemies and was satirized by Aristophanes in his play The Clouds. 
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FROM THE CLOUDS 
BY ARISTOPHANES! 


STUDENT OF SOCRATES: Socrates asked Chaerephon how many of its own feet a flea 
could jump—one had bitten Chaerephon’s brow and then jumped to Socrates’ 
head. 

STREPSIADES: And how did he measure the jump? 

STUDENT: Most ingeniously. He melted wax, caught the flea, dipped its feet, and 
the hardened wax made Persian slippers. Unfastening these, he found their size. 

STREPSIADES: Royal Zeus! What an acute intellect! 

STUDENT: But yesterday a high thought was lost through a lizard. 

STREPSIADES: How so? Tell me. 

STUDENT: As he gaped up at the moon, investigating her paths and turnings, from 
off the roof a lizard befouled him. 


In the play, Aristophanes made Socrates and his students look utterly ridiculous, and 
the Athenian public enjoyed Aristophanes’ sarcasm as a mild form of vengeance for 
Socrates’ constant criticisms. Aristophanes’ “clouds” refer to that confusion which we 
mean when we talk of someone “having his head in the clouds.” Aristophanes probably 
expressed the general public opinion when he described Socrates as “shiftless” and 
merely a master at verbal trickery. 

Socrates’ students, however, virtually worshiped him. They described him as “the 
bravest, most wise and most upright man of our times” and perceived him as a martyr 
for the truth in a corrupted society. The price of his criticism was not merely the satire 
of the playwrights. Because he had been such a continual nuisance, the government 
arranged to have Socrates brought to trial for “corrupting the youth of Athens” and “not 
believing in the gods of the city.” And for these trumped-up “crimes,” Socrates was con- 
demned to death. But at his trial, he once again became a gadfly to those who condemned 
him. 


FROM THE APOLOGY 
BY PLATO? 


He assesses the penalty at death. So be it. What counterassessment should I propose 
to you, gentlemen of the jury? Clearly it should be a penalty I deserve, and what do 
I deserve to suffer or to pay because I have deliberately not led a quiet life but have 
neglected what occupies most people: wealth, household affairs, the position of 
general or public orator or the other offices, the political clubs and factions that 


‘Excerpt from The Clouds, in The Complete Plays of Aristophanes, ed. Moses Hadas. Copyright © 1962 by 
Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc. 


Plato, The Apology, in The Trial and Death of Socrates, 2nd ed., trans. G. M. A. Grube. Copyright © 1975 by 
Hackett Publishing Company. Reprinted with permission 
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exist in the city? I thought myself too honest to survive if I occupied myself with 
those things. I did not follow that path that would have made me of no use either to 
you or to myself, but I went to each of you privately and conferred upon him what I 
say is the greatest benefit, by persuading him not to care for any of his belongings 
before caring that he himself should be as good and as wise as possible, not to care 
for the city’s possessions more than for the city itself, and to care for other things in 
the same way. What do I deserve for being such a man? Some good, gentlemen of 
the jury, if I must truly make an assessment according to my deserts, and something 
suitable. 


Socrates here suggests that the state should give him a pension, rather than a punishment, 
for being a public benefactor and urging his students to be virtuous. 


It is for the sake of a short time, gentlemen of the jury, that you will acquire the rep- 
utation and the guilt, in the eyes of those who want to denigrate the city, of having 
killed Socrates, a wise man, for they will say that I am wise even if I am not. If you 
had waited but a little while, this would have happened of its own accord. You see 
my age, that I am already advanced in years and close to death. I am saying this not 
to all of you but to those who condemned me to death, and to these same jurors I 
say: Perhaps you think that I was convicted for lack of such words as might have 
convinced you, if I thought I should say or do all I could to avoid my sentence. Far 
from it. I was convicted because I lacked not words but boldness and shamelessness 
and the willingness to say to you what you would most gladly have heard from me, 
lamentations and tears and my saying and doing many things that I say are unwor- 
thy of me but that you are accustomed to hear from others. I did not think then that 
the danger I ran should make me do anything mean, nor do I now regret the nature 
of my defense. I would much rather die after this kind of 


It is not difficult defense than live after making the other kind. Neither I 

t aioin nor any other man should, on trial or in war, contrive to 
o avola acain, avoid death at any cost. Indeed it is often obvious in bat- 

gent lemen of the tle that one could escape death by throwing away one’s 

ju ry, it is much weapons and by turning to supplicate one’s pursuers, and 


, there are many ways to avoid death in every kind of dan- 
moie difficult to ger if one will venture to do or say anything to avoid it. 
avoid wickedness, | Itis not difficult to avoid death, gentlemen of the jury, it 


for it runs fa ster is much more difficult to avoid wickedness, for it runs 
than death faster than death. Slow and elderly as I am, I have been 
Gn eee caught by the slower pursuer, whereas my accusers, 


being clever and sharp, have been caught by the quicker, 
wickedness. I leave you now, condemned to death by you, but they are condemned 
by truth to wickedness and injustice. So I maintain my assessment, and they main- 
tain theirs. This perhaps had to happen, and I think it is as it should be. 
Now I want to prophesy to those who convicted me, for I am at the point when 
men prophesy most, when they are about to die. I say gentlemen, to those who 
voted to kill me, that vengeance will come upon you immediately after my death, a 
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vengeance much harder to bear than that which you took in killing me. You did this 
in the belief that you would avoid giving an account of your life, but I maintain 
that quite the opposite will happen to you. There will be more people to test you, 
whom I now held back, but you did not notice it. They will be more difficult to 
deal with as they will be younger and you will resent them more. You are wrong 

if you believe that by killing people you will prevent anyone from reproaching 

you for not living in the right way. To escape such tests is neither possible nor 
good, but it is best and easiest not to discredit others but to prepare oneself to be 

as good as possible. With this prophecy to you who convicted me, I part from 

you. 


In prison, he was given the opportunity to escape. He refused it. He had always taught 
that “the really important thing is not to live, but to live well.” And to “live well” meant, 
along with the more enjoyable things in life, to live according to your principles. When 
his friend Crito tried to persuade him otherwise, Socrates countered his pleas and argu- 
ments with powerful arguments of his own. Look carefully at the structure of these 
arguments and judge for yourself their soundness. 


FROM THE CRITO 
BY PLATO3 


SOCRATES: My good Crito, why should we care so much for what the majority 
think? The most reasonable people, to whom one should pay more attention, will 
believe that things were done as they were done. 

CRITO: You see, Socrates, that one must also pay attention to the opinion of the ma- 
jority. Your present situation makes clear that the majority can inflict not the 
least but pretty well the greatest evils if one is slandered among them. 

SOCRATES: Would that the majority could inflict the greatest evils, for they would 
then be capable of the greatest good, and that would be fine, but now they cannot 
do either. They cannot make a man either wise or foolish, but they inflict things 
haphazardly. 

CRITO: That may be so. But tell me this, Socrates, are you anticipating that I and 
your other friends would have trouble with the informers if you escape from 
here, as having stolen you away, and that we should be compelled to lose all our 
property or pay heavy fines and suffer other punishment besides? If you have 
any such fear, forget it. We would be justified in running this risk to save you, 
and worse, if necessary. Do follow my advice, and do not act differently. 

SOCRATES: I do have these things in mind, Crito, and also many others. 

crito: Have no such fear. It is not much money that some people require to save 
you and get you out of here. . . . 


‘Plato, The Crito, in The Trial and Death of Socrates, 2nd ed., trans. G. M. A. Grube. Copyright © 1975 by 
Hackett Publishing Company. Reprinted with permission. 
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Besides, Socrates, I do not think that what you are doing is right, to give up 
your life when you can save it, and to hasten your fate as your enemies would 
hasten it, and indeed have hastened it in their wish to destroy you. 

eee 
SOCRATES: My dear Crito, your eagerness is worth much if it should have some 
right aim; if not, then the greater your keenness the more difficult it is to deal 
with. We must therefore examine whether we should act in this way or not, as 
not only now but at all times I am the kind of man who 
listens only to the argument that on reflection seems 


Not only now but best to me. I cannot, now that this fate has come upon 
at all times I am me, discard the arguments I used; they seem to me 
the kind of man much the same. I value and respect the same principles 


who lenin ly i as before, and if we have no better arguments to bring 
up at this moment, be sure that I shall not agree with 
the argument that you, not even if the power of the majority were to 

on reflection seems frighten us with more bogeys, as if we were children, 

with threats of incarcerations and executions and 

confiscation of property. How should we examine this 

matter more reasonably? Would it be by taking up first 
your argument about the opinions of men, whether it is sound in every case that 
one should pay attention to some opinions, but not to others? Or was that well- 
spoken before the necessity to die came upon me, but now it is clear that this 
was said in vain for the sake of argument, that it was in truth play and nonsense? 
I am eager to examine together with you, Crito, whether this argument will 
appear in any way different to me in my present circumstances, or whether it 
remains the same, whether we are to abandon it or believe it. It was said on 
every occasion that one should greatly value some opinions, but not others. Does 
that seem to you a sound statement? . . . Examine the following statement in turn 
as to whether it stays the same or not, that the most important thing is not life, 
but the good life. 

CRITO: It stays the same. 

SOCRATES: And that the good life, the beautiful life, and the just life are the same; 
does that still hold, or not? 

CRITO: It does hold. 

SOCRATES: As we have agreed so far, we must examine next whether it is right for 
me to try to get out of here when the Athenians have not acquitted me. If it is 
seen to be right, we will try to do so; if it is not, we will abandon the idea. As for 
those questions you raise about money, reputation, the upbringing of children, 
Crito, those considerations in truth belong to those people who easily put men to 
death and would bring them to life again if they could, without thinking; I mean 
the majority of men. For us, however, since our argument leads to this, the only 
valid consideration, as we were saying just now, is whether we should be acting 
rightly in giving money and gratitude to those who will lead me out of here, and 
ourselves helping with the escape, or whether in truth we shall do wrong in 
doing all this. If it appears that we shall be acting unjustly, then we have no need 


best to me. 
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at all to take into account whether we shall have to die, if we stay here and keep 
quiet, or suffer in another way, rather than do wrong. 

CRITO: I think you put that beautifully, Socrates, but see what we should do. 

SOCRATES: Let us examine the question together, my dear friend, and if you can 
make any objection while I am speaking, make it and I will listen to you, but if 
you have no objection to make, my dear Crito, then stop now from saying the 
same thing so often, that I must leave here against the will of the Athenians. I 
think it important to persuade you before I act, and not to act against your 
wishes. . . . 

SOCRATES: Then... I ask you: when one has come to an agreement that is just with 
someone, should one fulfill it or cheat on it? 


CRITO: One should fulfill it. 
SOCRATES: See what follows from this: If we leave here without the city’s permis- 


sion, are we injuring people whom we should least injure? And are we sticking 
to a just agreement, or not? 

crito: I cannot answer your question, Socrates, I do not know. 

SOCRATES: Look at it this way. If, as we were planning to run away from here, or 
whatever one should call it, the laws and the state came and confronted us and 
asked: “Tell me, Socrates, what are you intending to do? Do you not by this 
action you are attempting intend to destroy us, the laws, and indeed the whole 
city, as far as you are concerned? Or do you think it possible for a city not to be 
destroyed if the verdicts of its courts have no force but are nullified and set at 
naught by private individuals?” What shall we answer to this and other such 
arguments? For many things could be said, especially by an orator on behalf of 
this law we are destroying, which orders that the judgments of the courts shall be 
carried out. Shall we say in answer, “The city wronged me, and its decision was 
not right.” Shall we say that, or what? 

CRITO: Yes, by Zeus, Socrates, that is our answer. 

SOCRATES: Then what if the laws said, “Was that the agreement between us, 
Socrates, or was it to respect the judgments that the city came to?” And if we 
wondered at their words, they would perhaps add: “Socrates, do not wonder at 
what we say but answer, since you are accustomed to proceed by question and 
answer. Come now, what accusation do you bring against us and the city, that 
you should try to destroy us? Did we not, first, bring you to birth, and was it not 
through us that your father married your mother and begat you? Tell us, do you 
find anything to criticize in those of us who are concerned with marriage?” And 
I would say that I do not criticize them. “Or in those of us concerned with the 
nurture of babies and the educatic:, that you too received? Were those assigned 
to that subject not right to instruct your father to educate you in the arts and in 
physical culture?” And I would say ti st they were right. “Very well,” they would 
continue, “and after you were born and nurtured and educated, could you, in the 
first place, deny that you are vur offspring and servant, both you and your forefa- 
thers? If that is so, do you think that we are on an equal footing as regards the 
right, and that whatever we do to you it is right for you to do to us? You were not 
on an equal footing with your father as regards the right, nor with your master if 
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you had one, so as to retaliate for anything they did to you, to revile them if they 
reviled you, to beat them if they beat you, and so with many other things. Do 
you think you have this right to retaliation against your country and its laws? 
That if we undertake to destroy you and think it right to do so, you can under- 
take to destroy us, as far as you can, in return? And will you say that you are 
right to do so, you who truly care for virtue? Is your wisdom such as not to real- 
ize that your country is to be honoured more than your mother, your father, and 
all your ancestors, that it is more to be revered and more sacred, and that it 
counts for more among the gods and sensible men, that you must worship it, 
yield to it and placate its anger more than your father’s? You must either per- 
suade it or obey its orders, and endure in silence whatever it instructs you to 
endure, whether blows or bonds, and if it leads you into war to be wounded or 
killed, you must obey. To do so is right, and one must not give way or retreat or 
leave one’s post, but both in war and in courts and everywhere else, one must 
obey the commands of one’s city and country, or persuade it as to the nature of 
justice. It is impious to bring violence to bear against your mother or father, it is 
much more so to use it against your country.” What shall we say in reply, Crito, 
that the laws speak the truth, or not? 

CRITO: I think they do. 

SOCRATES: “Reflect now, Socrates,” the laws might say, “that if what we say is true, 
you are not treating us rightly by planning to do what you are planning. . . . 

“So decisively did you choose us and agree to be a citizen under us. Also, you 
have had children in this city, thus showing that it was congenial to you. Then at 
your trial you could have assessed your penalty at exile if you wished, and you 
are now attempting to do against the city’s wishes what you could then have 
done with her consent. Then you prided yourself that you did not resent death, 
but you chose, as you said, death in preference to exile. Now, however, those 
words do not make you ashamed, and you pay no heed to us, the laws, as you 
plan to destroy us, and you act like the meanest type of slave by trying to run 
away, contrary to your undertakings and your agreement to live as a citizen 
under us. First then, answer us on this very point, whether we speak the truth 
when we say that you agreed, not only in words but by your deeds, to live in 
accordance with us.” What are we to say to that, Crito? Must we not agree? 

criro: We must, Socrates. 

SOCRATES: “Surely,” they might say, “you are breaking the undertakings and agree- 
ments that you made with us without compulsion or deceit, and under no pres- 
sure of time for deliberation. You have had seventy years during which you 
could have gone away if you did not like us, and if you thought our agreements 
unjust. You did not choose to go to Sparta or to Crete, which you are always say- 
ing are well governed, nor to any other city, Greek or foreign. You have been 
away from Athens less than the lame or the blind or other handicapped people. It 
is clear that the city has been outstandingly more congenial to you than to other 
Athenians, and so have we, the laws, for what city can please if its laws do not? 
Will you then not now stick to our agreements? You will, Socrates, if we can 
persuade you, and not make yourself a laughingstock by leaving the city. 
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“Be persuaded by us who have brought you up, Socrates. Do not value either 
your children or your life or anything else more than goodness, in order that you 
may have all this as your defense before rulers there. If you do this deed, you 
will not think it better or more just or more pious, nor will any one of your 
friends, nor will it be better for you when you arrive yonder. As it is, you depart, 
if you depart, after being wronged not by us, the laws, but by men; but if you 
depart after shamefully returning wrong for wrong and injury for injury, after 
breaking your agreement and contract with us, after injuring those you should 
injure least—yourself, your friends, your country and us—we shall be angry 
with you while you are still alive, and our brothers, the laws of the underworld, 
will not receive [you] kindly, knowing that you tried to destroy us as far as you 
could. Do not let Crito persuade you, rather than we, to do what he says.” 

eee 
CRITO: I have nothing to say, Socrates. 
SOCRATES: Let it be then, Crito, and let us act in this way, since this is the way the 
god is leading us. 


+ By choosing to go on living in the city, Socrates has agreed 
with Athens to obey its laws. Therefore, even if he is wrongly 
condemned by those same laws, he has the duty to stay and 
accept his punishment. Do you agree that he has made such 
a tacit agreement? Do you agree that he has the duty to stay 
and accept punishment even if he was wrongly condemned? 
Have you entered into such an agreement with your com- 
munity? Your country? What would you do if you were 
Socrates? 


Socrates believed that the good of his “soul” was far more important than the transient 
pleasures of life. Accordingly, he preferred to die for his ideas than live as a hypocrite. 
An idea worth living for may be an idea worth dying for as well. 


FROM THE PHAEDO 
BY PLATO* 


And while he was saying this, he was holding the cup, and then drained it calmly 
and easily. Most of us had been able to hold back our tears reasonably well up till 
then, but when we saw him drinking it and after he drank it, we could hold them 
back no longer; my own tears came in floods against my will. So I covered my face. 
I was weeping for myself—not for him, but for my misfortune in being deprived of 
such a comrade. Even before me, Crito was unable to restrain his tears and got up. 
Apollodorus had not ceased from weeping before, and at this moment his noisy 
tears and anger made everybody present break down, except Socrates, “What is 


4Plato, The Phaedo, in The Trial and Death of Socrates, 2nd ed., trans. G. M. A. Grube, Indianapolis, IN: 
Hackett, 1974. 
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this,” he said, “you strange fellows. It is mainly for this reason that I sent the 
women away, to avoid such unseemliness, for I am told one should die in good 
omened silence. So keep quiet and control yourselves. . . . 

Such was the end of our comrade, Echecrates, a man who, we would say, was of 
all those we have known the best, and also the wisest and the most upright. 


Is there anything that you believe so passionately that you would die for it? Is there 
anything that you believe so passionately that it really makes your life worth living? For 
most people, now as always, life is rather a matter of “getting by.” One of the more pop- 
ular phrases of self-praise these days is “I’m a survivor.” But, ironically, a person who is 
not willing to die for anything (for example, his or her own freedom) is thereby more 
vulnerable to threats and corruption. To be willing to die—as Socrates was—is to have 
a considerable advantage over someone for whom “life is everything.” 

If you look closely at your life, not only at your proclaimed ideals and principles but 
your desires and ambitions as well, do the facts of your life add up to its best intentions? 
Or are you too just drifting with the times, dissatisfied with ultimately meaningless jobs 
and mindless joyless entertainments, concerned with the price of tuition and some recent 
stupidity of your government, the petty competitions of school and society, the hassles 
of chores and assignments, car troubles and occasional social embarrassments, inter- 
rupted only by all too rare and too quickly passing pleasures and distractions? What we 
learn from Socrates is how to rise above all of this. Not that we should give up worldly 
pleasures—good food and fun, sex, sports and entertainment—and put our heads in the 
“clouds”; but we should see them in perspective and examine for ourselves that jungle 
of confused reactions and conditioned responses that we have unthinkingly inherited 
from our parents and borrowed from our peers. The point is not to give up what we have 
learned or to turn against our culture. Rather, the lesson to be learned from Socrates is 
that thinking about our lives and clarifying our ideals can turn it from a dreary series of 
tasks and distractions into a self-conscious adventure, one even worth dying for and cer- 
tainly worth living for. It is a special kind of abstract thinking, rising above petty con- 
cerns and transforming our existence into a bold experiment in living. This special kind 
of thinking is called philosophy. 


FROM THE REPUBLIC 
BY PLATOS5 


SOCRATES: Do you agree, or not, that when we say that a man has a passion for 
something, we shall say that he desires that whole kind of thing, not just one part 
of it and not the other? 

GLAUCON: Yes, the whole of it. 

SOCRATES: The lover of wisdom, we shall say, has a passion for wisdom, not for 
this kind of wisdom and not that, but for every kind of wisdom? 


5Plato, The Republic, Bk. V, trans. G. M. A. Grube, Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1974. 
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We shall rightly | GLAUCON: True. A 

ll hil h SOCRATES: As for one who is choosy about what he 
cas a piu GSHM rs learns, especially if he is young and cannot yet give 
the man who is a reasoned account of what is useful and what is 


not, we shall not call him a lover of learning or a 


easily willing to 
; philosopher, just as we shall not say that a man who 


learn every kind of is difficult about his food is hungry or has an ap- 
knowledge. petite for food. We shall not call him a lover of food 
but a bad feeder. 


GLAUCON: And we should be right. 

SOCRATES: But we shall rightly call a philosopher the man who is easily willing to 
learn every kind of knowledge, gladly turns to learning things, and is unsatiable 
in this respect. Is that not so? 


B. WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY? 


Philosophy is not like any other academic subject; rather it is a critical approach to all 
subjects, the comprehensive vision within which all other subjects are contained. Phi- 
losophy is a style of life, a life of ideas or the life of reason, which a person like Socrates 
lives all of the time, which many of us live only a few hours a week. It is thinking, about 
everything and anything. But mainly, it is living thoughtfully. Aristotle, the student of 
Plato, who was the student of Socrates, called this “contemplative” or philosophical life 
the ideal life for humankind. He did not mean, however, that one should sit and think all 
of the time without doing anything. Aristotle, like the other Greek philosophers, was not 
one to abstain from pleasure or from political and social involvement for the sake of iso- 
lated thinking. Philosophy need not, as commonly believed, put our heads in the clouds, 
out of touch with everyday reality. Quite to the contrary, philosophy takes our heads out 
of the clouds, enlarging our view of ourselves and our knowledge of the world, allowing 
us to break out of prejudices and harmful habits that we have held since we were too 
young or too naive to know better. To say that philosophy is “critical” is not to say that 
it is negative or nihilistic; it is only to say that it is reflective. It looks at and thinks about 
ideas carefully, instead of unthinkingly accepting them. 

Philosophy puts our lives and our beliefs in perspective by enabling us to see afresh 
the ways in which we view the world, to see what we assume, what we infer, and what 
we know for certain. It also allows us to appreciate other views of the world. It encour- 
ages us to see the consequences of our views and sometimes their hopeless inconsisten- 
cies. It allows us to see the justification (or lack of it) for our most treasured beliefs, and 
to separate what we will continue to believe with confidence from what we should con- 
sider doubtful or reject. It allows us the option of considering alternatives. Philosophy 
gives us the intellectual strength to defend what we do and what we believe to others and 
to ourselves. It forces us to be clear about the limits as well as the warrants for our acts 
and beliefs. Consequently, it gives us the intellectual strength to understand, tolerate, 
and even sympathize with or adopt views very different from our own. 


B. WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY? H 


Philosophy is first and foremost a discipline that teaches us how to articulate, hold, and 
defend beliefs that, perhaps, we have always held, but without having spelled them out 
and argued for them. For example. suppose you have been brought up in a deeply reli- 
gious home; you have been taught respect for God and church, but you have never had to 
learn to justify or argue for your beliefs. You know that, although there are people who 
would disagree with you, your belief is a righteous and necessary one, but you have never 
had to explain this to anyone, nor have you tried to explain it to yourself. But now you 
enter college and immediately you are confronted by fellow students, some of whom you 
consider close friends and admire in many ways, who are openly skeptical about religion. 
Others accept very different doctrines and beliefs, and vociferously defend these. Your 
first reactions may be almost physical; you feel weak, flushed, and anxious. You refuse 
to listen, and if you respond at all, it is with a tinge of hysteria. You may get into fights as 
well as arguments. You feel as if some foundation of your life, one of its main supports, 
is slipping away. But slowly you gain some confidence; you begin to listen. You give your- 
self enough distance so that you will consider arguments about religion in just the same 
way you would consider arguments about some scientific or political dispute. You ask 
yourself why your friends don’t believe what you believe. Are their arguments persuasive, 
their reasons good reasons? You begin asking yourself how you came to believe in your 
religion in the first place, and you may well come up with the answer (many freshmen do) 
that you were “conditioned” by your parents and by society in general. Consequently, you 
may, perhaps for a time, perhaps for a lifetime, question or reject the ideas you had once 
“naturally” accepted. Or you may reaffirm your faith with new commitment, determined 
that, whatever the source, your beliefs are right or, at least, right for you. But after further 
consideration and argument, perhaps with some new religious experience, you come to 
see both sides of the arguments. For the first time, you can weigh their merits and demerits 
against each other without defensively holding onto one and attacking the other. You may 
remain a believer; you may become an atheist or an agnostic (a person who admits not 
knowing whether there is a God or not). Some people convert to another faith. Or one can 
adopta position in which he or she gives all religions (and nonreligion) equal weight, con- 
tinuing to believe but not insisting that one belief is the only correct one or that a person 
is necessarily superior because of it. But whatever you decide, your position will no longer 
be naive and unthinking. You know the arguments, both for and against. You know how 
to defend yourself. And, most importantly, you have confidence that your position is se- 
cure, that you have considered its objections, and that you have mastered its strengths. So 
itis with all philosophical problems and positions. Philosophy does not pull us away from 
our lives; it clarifies them. It secures them on intellectual ground in place of the fragile 
supports provided by inherited prejudices, fragments of parental advice, and mindless 
slogans borrowed from television commercials. 

“Philosophy” sounds like a new and mysterious discipline, unlike anything you have 
ever encountered, But the basic ideas of philosophy are familiar to all of us, even if we 
have not yet formally confronted the problems. In this sense, we are all philosophers al- 
ready. Watch yourself in a crisis, or listen to yourself in an argument with a friend. No- 
tice how quickly abstract concepts like “freedom,” “mankind,” “self-identity,” “nature” 
and “natural,” “relative,” “reality,” “illusion,” and “truth” enter our thoughts and our con- 
versations. Notice how certain basic philosophical principles —whether conservative or 
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radical, pragmatic or idealistic, confident or skeptical, pedestrian or heroic—enter into 
our arguments and our thinking as well as our actions. We all have some opinions about 
God, about morality and its principles, about the nature of man and the nature of the uni- 
verse. But because we haven't questioned them, they are merely the assumptions of our 
thinking. We believe many things without having thought about them, merely assuming 
them, sometimes without evidence or good reasons. What the study of philosophy does 
for us is to make our ideas explicit, to give us the means of defending our presupposi- 
tions, and to make alternative suppositions available to us as well. Where once we 
merely assumed a point of view, passively and for lack of alternatives, we now can argue 
for it with confidence, knowing that our acceptance is active and critical, systematic 
rather than merely a collection of borrowed beliefs (who knows from where). To be crit- 
ical means to examine carefully and cautiously, willing, if necessary, to change one’s 
own beliefs. It does not need to be nasty or destructive. There is “constructive criticism” 
as well. And to “argue” does not mean to “have a fight”; an argument is nothing less 
than an attempt to justify our beliefs. 

So what is philosophy? Literally, from the Greek ( philein, sophia), it is “the love of 
wisdom.’”6 It is an attitude of critical and systematic thoughtfulness rather than a partic- 
ular subject matter. This makes matters very difficult for the beginner, who would like a 
definition of philosophy of the same kind received when he or she began biology, as “the 
study of living organisms.” But the nature of philosophy is itself among the most bitter 
disputes in philosophy. Many philosophers say that it is a science, in fact, the “queen of 
the sciences,” the womb in which physics, chemistry, mathematics, astronomy, biology, 
and psychology began their development before being born into their own distinguished 
worlds and separate university departments. Historically, this is certainly true. (Thus, in 
almost any scientific field, the highest degree is “doctor of philosophy” [“Ph.D.”].) In- 
sofar as one says that philosophy is the road to reality and that the goal of philosophy is 
truth, that would seem to make it the ultimate science as well. 

But it has also been argued, as far back as Socrates, that the main business of philos- 
ophy is a matter of definitions—finding clear meanings for such important ideas as truth, 
justice, wisdom, knowledge, and happiness. Accordingly, many philosophers have taken 
advantage of the increasingly sophisticated tools of logic and linguistics in their attempts 
to find such definitions. Other philosophers, however, would insist that philosophy is 
rather closer to morality and religion, its purpose to give meaning to our lives and lead us 
down “the right path” to “the good life.” Still others insist that philosophy is an art, the 
art of criticism and argumentation as well as the art of conceptual system building or, per- 
haps, the art of creating comprehensive and edifying visions, dazzling metaphors, new 
ways of thinking. So considered, philosophy may be akin to storytelling or mythology. 
Some philosophers place strong emphasis upon proof and argument; others place their 

trust in intuition and insight. Some philosophers reduce all philosophizing to the study of 
experience; other philosophers take it as a matter of principle not to trust experience. Also, 
some philosophers insist on being practical, in fact, insist that there are no other consid- 
erations but practicality; and then there are others who insist on the purity of the life of 


“The word was invented by Pythagoras. When he was asked if he was already a wise man, he answered, “No, 
Iam not wise, but I am a lover of wisdom.” 
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ideas, divorced from any practical considerations. But philosophy cannot, without dis- 
tortion, be reduced to any one of these preferences. All enter into that constantly redefined 
critical and creative life of ideas that Socrates was willing to die for. In fact, Socrates him- 
self insisted that it is the seeking of wisdom that is the essence of philosophy and that any- 
one who is sure that he or she has wisdom already is undoubtedly wrong. In The Apol- 
ogy, for example, he makes this famous disclaimer: 


FROM THE APOLOGY 
BY PLATO’ 


The effect of these investigations of mine, gentlemen, has been to arouse against me 
a great deal of hostility, and hostility of a particularly bitter and persistent kind, 
which has resulted in various malicious suggestions, including the description of 
me as a professor of wisdom. This is due to the fact that whenever I succeed in dis- 
proving another person’s claim to wisdom in a given subject, the bystanders assume 
that I know everything about that subject myself. But the truth of the matter, gentle- 
men, is pretty certainly this: that real wisdom is the property of God, and this oracle 
is his way of telling us that human wisdom has little or no value. It seems to me that 
he is not referring literally to Socrates, but has merely taken my name as an exam- 
ple, as if he would say to us “The wisest of you men is he who has realized, like 
Socrates, that in respect of wisdom he is really worthless.” 

That is why I still go about seeking and searching in obedience to the divine 
command, if I think that anyone is wise, whether citizen or stranger; and when I 
think that any person is not wise, I try to help the cause of God by proving that he is 
not. This occupation has kept me too busy to do much either in politics or in my 
own affairs; in fact, my service to God has reduced me to extreme poverty. 


Here is the true start of Western philosophy. But in Chinese philosophy, too, we find 
a similar message in the Tao Te Ching. Chinese philosophy, especially Taoism, tends to 
get expressed in short, often intentionally ambiguous, sometimes teasing observations— 
sometimes called aphorisms. The idea is to read them carefully and “unpack” them to 
discover their various meanings. 


FROM TAO TE CHING 
BY LAO-TZU8 


14 


Look for it, and it can’t be seen. 
Listen for it, and it can’t be heard. 


7Plato, The Last Days of Socrates, trans, Hugh Tredennick, Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1954. 
’From Lao-Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. J. H. McDonald, 1996 (for the public domain). 
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Grasp for it, and it can’t be caught. 
These three cannot be further described, 
So we treat them as The One. 


Its highest is not bright. 

Its depths are not dark. 

Unending, unnameable, it returns to nothingness. 
Formless forms, and imageless images, 

subtle, beyond all understanding. 


Approach it and you will not see a beginning; 
follow it and there will be no end. 

When we grasp the Tao of the ancient ones, 
we can use it to direct our life today. 

To know the ancient origin of Tao: 

this is the beginning of wisdom. 


17 


The best leaders are those the people hardly know exist. 
The next best is a leader who is loved and praised. 
Next comes the one who is feared. 

The worst one is the leader that is despised. 


If you don’t trust the people, 
they will become untrustworthy. 


The best leaders value their words, and use them sparingly. 
When she has accomplished her task, 

the people say, “Amazing: 

we did it, all by ourselves!” 


Such language may sound odd to the American reader—the “unnamable,” the idea of a 
wise ruler who is invisible—but you may well be able to think of analogs that are part 
of the Western tradition as well. The comparison of “the highest good” and the lowly has 
often appeared in Western philosophy and religion in the guise of “the simple life” or 
what is often called asceticism. But, most of all, the comparison at stake here is a shared 
emphasis on humility, on the importance of the process of philosophy as well as its ul- 
timate goals and products, the attainment of wisdom. For both Socrates and Lao-Tzu 
(the reputed author of the Tao Te Ching), the important thing is beginning with a sense 
of your own inadequacies and ignorance, realizing how much you do not know, looking 
at the world, your life, and yourself with a sense of awe and mystery. That and the ac- 
tivity it engenders, is philosophy. 
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C. A MODERN APPROACH 
TO PHILOSOPHY 


The orientation to philosophy in this book is, inevitably, essentially a modern Western 
approach in which criticism plays a predominant role. Historically, modern European 
philosophy has its origins in the rise of science and technology. (As we shall see, phi- 
losophy and science both emerged in ancient Greece and Asia Minor and, about the same 
time, in South and East Asia.) We should understand science, however, not just as a par- 
ticular discipline or subject matter, but rather as a state of mind, a way of looking at the 
world. In the European tradition, this means that the world is understandable and every 
event in the world is explainable. It sees the universe as rational—operating according 
to universal laws. And it sees the human mind as rational too—in the sense that it can 
grasp and formulate these laws for itself. European philosophy and science also put 
enormous emphasis on the mind of the individual. 

Though science is essentially a team effort, requiring the labor and thinking of thou- 
sands of men and women, the great breakthroughs in science have often been the in- 
sights of one man or woman alone. The most famous modern example of this individual 
genius is the British philosopher-scientist Isaac Newton. In the eyes of his contempo- 
raries and followers, he single-mindedly mastered the laws of the universe, while sitting 
(so the story goes) under an apple tree. The ideal of modern Western philosophy is, in a 
phrase, thinking for yourself. That is, philosophy is thinking for yourself about basic 
questions—about life, knowledge, religion, and what to do with yourself. It is using the 
rationality built into your brain to comprehend the rationality (or lack of it) in the world 
around you. In some cultures, however, the emphasis lies on the group or community, 
and thinking for yourself is not as important as maintaining group harmony and cohe- 
siveness. In India and China, for example, it is the elusiveness of scientific knowledge 
that defines much of philosophy. In many of these traditions enlightenment rather than 
scientific knowledge is the main goal of philosophy. It is important to keep this differ- 
ence in mind. 

In much of Western tradition, the central demand of modern philosophy is the auton- 
omy of the individual person. This means that each of us must be credited with the abil- 
ity to ascertain what is true and what is right, through our own thinking and experience, 
without just depending upon outside authority: parents, teachers, popes, kings, or a ma- 
jority of peers. This does not mean that you should not listen to or, where appropriate, 
obey other people. Nor does it mean that whatever you think is true or right, even “for 
you.” What it means is that whether you believe in God or not, for example, must be de- 
cided by you, by appeal to your own reason and arguments that you can formulate and 
examine by yourself. Whether you accept a scientific theory, a doctor’s diagnosis, a tele- 
vision network’s version of the news, or the legitimacy of a new law are also matters to 
be decided by you on the basis of evidence, your evaluation of the testimony or author- 
ity of others, principles that you can accept, and arguments that you acknowledge as 
valid. Nevertheless, all of this—the evidence, your evaluation, testimony, and princi- 
ples—must be subject to examination by other people and other standards than just your 
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own. The truth is not whatever you believe but how you come to understand and justify 
the truth is nevertheless your responsibility. This stress on individual autonomy stands 
at the very foundation of contemporary Western thought. We might say that it is our most 
basic assumption. (Accordingly, we shall have to examine it as well; but the obvious 
place to begin is to assume that we are—each of us—capable of carrying out the reflec- 
tion and criticism that philosophy demands of us.) 

Historically, the position of individual autonomy can be found most famously in 
Socrates, who went against the popular opinions of his day and, consequently, sacrificed 
his life for the “Laws” and principles he believed to be right. It also appears in many me- 
dieval philosophers, some of whom also faced grave danger in their partial rejection or 
questioning of the authority of the Church. It can also be found in those philosophers 
who, like the Buddha, struck out from established society to find a new way. The stress 
on individual autonomy comes to dominate Western thinking in that intellectually bril- 
liant period of history called the Enlightenment (sometimes called “the Age of Rea- 
son”), which began in the late seventeenth century and continued through the French 
Revolution (1789). It appeared in different countries with varying speed and intensity, 
but ultimately it influenced the thinking of Europe, from England and France to Spain 
and Russia, and became the ideology of young America, which used Enlightenment doc- 
trines in the formulation of a “Declaration of Independence,” a war for its own auton- 
omy, and a new government established on Enlightenment principles. Those principles 
were, whatever the variations from one country or party to another, the autonomy of the 
individual and each person’s right to choose and to speak his? own religious, political, 
moral, and philosophical beliefs, to “pursue happiness” in his own way, and to lead the 
life that he, as a reasonable person, sees as right. 

If these principles have often been abused, creating confusion and sometimes anar- 
chy and encouraging ruthlessness in politics and strife in a mixed society, they are prin- 
ciples that can be challenged only with great difficulty and a sense of imminent danger. 
Once the individual's right or ability to decide such matters for himself or herself is de- 
nied, who shall decide? Society no longer agrees on any single unambiguous set of in- 
structions from the Scriptures. Those in power are no longer trusted. We are rightfully 
Suspicious of those who attack the individual, because it is not clear what else they have 
in mind. Whatever the abuses, and whatever political, social, or economic systems might 
be required to support it, philosophical autonomy is the starting point. Even in the most 
authority-minded societies, autonomy and the ability to think beyond prescribed limits, 
remain essential. (Think of the students in Tiananmen Square.) 

The metaphor of enlightenment is common to many cultures. The comparison of 
clear thinking with illumination is to be found in ancient, Christian, and Eastern thought 
as well as in comic-book symbolism and modern philosophy. The seventeenth-century 
French philosopher René Descartes (1596—1650) was one of the founders of the En- 
lightenment, and he was particularly fond of the “illumination” metaphor. He is gener- 
ally recognized as the father of modern philosophy. Like Socrates two thousand years 

before him, Descartes believed that each person was capable of ascertaining what be- 


9Not, at that point in history, hers as well. The concept of a woman’s autonomy and right to choose is a late 
nineteenth-century idea that has only recently become accepted. 
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liefs were true and what actions were right. But whereas Socrates searched for the truth 
through dialogue and discussion, Descartes searched in the solitude of his own think- 
ing. With considerable risk to his safety, he challenged the authority of the French gov- 
ernment and the Catholic Church. He insisted that he would accept as true only those 
ideas that were demonstrably true to him. Against what he considered were obscure 
teachings of the Church and often opaque commands of his government, Descartes in- 
sisted upon “clear and distinct ideas” and arguments based upon “the light of reason.” 
The modern philosophy of individual autonomy began with Descartes. As a matter of 
fact, his results were quite conservative. He retained much of his medieval teachings: he 
continued to believe in God and the Church, and he made it his first “moral maxim” to 
“obey the laws and customs of my country.” His challenge to authority was rather his 
method, which signified one of the greatest revolutions in Western thought. From 
Descartes on, the ultimate authority was to be found in man’s own thinking and experi- 
ence, nowhere else. 

None of this is meant to deny authority as such, nor is it to deny the “objectivity” of 
truth. Appeals are still made to authority, but authorities are never to be taken as ab- 
solutes. For example, none of us would particularly like to go out and establish on our 
own the figures of the 1990 census of the U.S. population. But it is up to the individual 
whether or not to accept the official “authoritative” figures, to question, if necessary, the 
integrity or motivation of the authorities, and to appeal, if necessary, to alternative 
sources of information. Nevertheless, the true figures do exist, whether we or anyone 
else ever discovers them. Intellectual autonomy and integrity do not demand that we give 
up the search for truth but rather that we should be continually critical—of both our- 
selves and others—in the pursuit of it. 

For anyone beginning to study philosophy today, Descartes is a pivotal figure. His 
method is both easy to follow and very much in accord with our own independent tem- 
peraments. Descartes proceeded by means of logical arguments, giving his readers a 
long monologue of presentations and proofs of his philosophical doubts and beliefs. 
Like Socrates before him, Descartes used his philosophy to cut through the clouds of 
prejudice and unreliable opinions. He was concerned with their truth, no matter how 
many people already believed them—or, how few. Descartes’ arguments were his tools 
for finding this truth and distinguishing it from falsehood and mere opinion. 

Philosophy has always been concerned with truth and mankind’s knowledge of real- 
ity. Not coincidentally, Descartes’ new philosophy developed in the age of Galileo and 
the rise of modern science. In ancient Greece, the origins of philosophy and the birth of 
Greek science were one and the same. The truth, however, is not always what most peo- 
ple believe at any given time. (Most people once believed that the earth was flat and sta- 
tionary, for example.) But, at the same time that they simply refuse to accept “common 
sense,” philosophers try not to say things that common sense finds absurd. For example, 
a philosopher who denied that anyone existed besides himself would clearly be absurd. 
So too, the philosopher who argued that he knew that nobody ever knows anything. 
Nevertheless, philosophers often take such claims very seriously, if only to refute them 
and show us why they are absurd. 

Accordingly, two of the most important challenges in the philosopher’s search for 
truth are (1) skepticism and (2) paradox. In skepticism, the philosopher finds himself or 
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herself unable to justify what every sane person knows to be the case; for example, that 
we are not merely dreaming all of the time. In Eastern as well as Western philosophy, 
skepticism has provided a valuable probe for our everyday presumptions of knowledge, 
and it sometimes becomes a philosophy in its own right. In a paradox, an absurd con- 
clusion seems to result from perfectly acceptable ways of thinking. For example, there 
is the familiar paradox of Epimenides the Cretan, who claimed that “all Cretans are 
liars.” (That sounds reasonable enough.) But if what he said was true, then he was lying 
and what he said, accordingly, was false. But how can the same statement be both true 
and false? What Epimenides said was true only if it was false at the same time. That is a 
paradox, and whenever a philosophical argument ends in paradox we can be sure that 
something has gone wrong. Again, in both East and West, philosophers have always 
been intrigued by paradoxes and have often been prompted by them to strike out in bold 
new directions in search of a resolution. 

Skepticism begins with doubt. The philosopher considers the possibility that some- 
thing that everyone believes is possibly mistaken. Some doubt is a healthy sign of intel- 
lectual autonomy, but excessive doubting becomes skepticism, which is no longer 
healthy. It has its obvious dangers: if you doubt whether you are ever awake or not, you 
might well do things that wouldn’t have serious consequences in a dream but would be 
fatal in real life (jumping out of a plane, for example). Philosophers who have doubts 
about the most ordinary and seemingly unquestionable beliefs are called skeptics. For 
example, there was the Chinese philosopher who, when he once dreamed that he was a 
butterfly, started wondering whether he really were a butterfly —dreaming that he was a 
philosopher. But however challenging skeptics may be as philosophers, in practice their 
skepticism is impossible. Accordingly, one of the main drives in philosophy has been to 
refute the skeptic and return philosophy to common sense (to prove, for example, that 
we are not dreaming all of the time). Opposed to skepticism is an ancient philosophical 
ideal, the ideal of certainty, the ability to prove beyond a doubt that what we believe is 
true. Socrates and Descartes, in their very different ways, tried to provide precisely this 
certainty for the most important beliefs, and thus refute the skeptics of their own times. 

In Western philosophy, the precision of mathematics has long served as an ideal of 
knowledge. In mathematics, we believe, we can be certain. For Descartes, certainty is the 
criterion, that is, the test according to which beliefs are to be evaluated, But do we ever 
find such certainty? It seems that we do, at least in one discipline Descartes suggested — 
mathematics. Who can doubt that two plus two equals four or that the interior angles of 
a triangle total 180 degrees? Using mathematics as his model, Descartes (and many gen- 
erations of philosophers following him) attempted to apply a similar method in philoso- 
phy. First, he had to find, as in Euclidean ‘geometry, a small set of “first principles” or ax- 
ioms that were obvious or self-evident. They had to be assumed without proof or be so 
fundamental that they seemed not to allow any proof, These would serve as premises or 
starting points for the arguments that would take a person from the self-evident axioms 
to other principles that might not be self-evident at all. But if they could be deduced from 
other principles that were already certain, like the theorems of geometry, then they would 
share the certainty of the principles from which they have been derived. 

Descartes was a scientist and a mathematician as well as a philosopher, With that in 

mind, we can understand his Discourse on Method. Descartes set out four basic rules 
that would define philosophy for many years: 
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FROM DISCOURSE ON METHOD 
sy RENE DESCARTES” 


The first of these was to accept nothing as true which I did not clearly recognise to 

be so; that is to say, carefully to avoid precipitation and prejudice in judgments, and 

to accept in them nothing more than what was presented to my mind so clearly and 

distinctly that I could have no occasion to doubt it. 
z The second was to divide up each of the difficulties 

The fir. St of I my which I examined into as many parts as possible, and 
rules] was to as seemed requisite in order that it might be resolved in 
the best manner possible. 


accept... not hing The third was to carry on my reflections in due 


more than what order, commencing with objects that were the most 
was presen ted simple and easy to understand, in order to rise little by 
to my mind so little, or by degrees, to knowledge of the most com- 

~ plex, assuming an order, even if a fictitious one, among 
clearly and dis- those which do not follow a natural sequence relatively 


tinctly that I could | t° ne another. 
The last was in all cases to make enumerations so 


have no pageant: complete and reviews so general that I should be cer- 
to doubt it. tain of having omitted nothing. 


One might say that the essence of these rules is to be cautious and to think for one- 
self. The premises, upon which all else depends, must be utterly beyond doubt, “per- 
fectly certain,” otherwise all else is futile. The test or criterion of such a premise is that 
it be “a clear and distinct idea,” self-evident, and “springing from the light of reason 
alone.” 

We shall see much more of Descartes in the following chapters. In Chapter 3, we 
shall see that Descartes’ technique for assuring the certainty of his premises will be 
what he called the method of doubt (or methodological doubt). In order to make sure 
that he did not accept any principle too quickly (“too precipitously”) before being con- 
vinced of its “perfect certainty,” he resolved to doubt every belief until he could prove 
it true beyond question, and to show that the very act of doubting this belief led to an 
intolerable paradox. The point of this kind of argument is not to become a skeptic, but, 
quite the contrary, to find those premises that even the skeptic cannot doubt. From 
those premises, Descartes and many generations of philosophers following him have 
attempted and will attempt to prove that we do indeed know what we think we know. 
Like Socrates, Descartes begins by questioning what no one but a philosopher would 
doubt and ends up changing the way we think about ourselves and our knowledge for 
several centuries. In other cultures too, entire societies have been dramatically altered 
by philosophers who challenged what seemed to be obvious; sometimes they chal- 
lenged reality itself. 


10Excerpt from Discourse on Method by René Descartes, trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. 
Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 
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D. A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO LOGIC 


Descartes’ strategy, and the technique of many philosophers, is to present arguments for 
what they believe. In Plato’s Crito, Socrates and Crito offer arguments for their views, 
and Socrates wins because his arguments are better. An argument is a verbal attempt to 
get other people to accept a belief or opinion by providing reasons why they should ac- 
cept it. We usually think of an argument as a confrontation between two people. When 
they try to convince each other, they usually resort to certain verbal means and it is with 
these means that a philosopher is concerned. Of course, there are other ways of getting 
people to agree with you—tricks, bribes, brainwashing, and threats of physical force. 
But the use of arguments is the most durable and trustworthy, as well as the most re- 
spectable, way of getting others to agree. Freedom of speech is the cornerstone of 
democracy (and the bane of totalitarianism) just because of our faith in the ability of ar- 
guments to determine the best among competing opinions. On the other hand, one 
should not think of an argument as a political weapon whose purpose is to shut down 
conversation or put other people and their opinions on the defensive. It is always rea- 
sonable to ask for arguments, but it may not be reasonable to push a person for argu- 
ments that he or she cannot provide. To fail to argue for a position is not necessarily to 
give up on it, and to refute the arguments for a position is not necessarily to reject the 
position. 

You don’t have to be arguing with anyone in particular in order to construct an 
argument. Editorials in newspapers, for example, argue for a position, but not necessar- 
ily against anyone. But whether your argument is a letter to a magazine, in which you 
are trying to convince the entire American population of your views, or a personal let- 
ter, in which you are trying to convince a friend not to do something foolhardy, the main 
point of argument is to demonstrate or establish a point of view. A scientist describing 
an experiment tries to demonstrate to other scientists the truth of his or her theory. A 
politician tries to demonstrate to his or her constituency the need for higher taxes. A 
philosopher tries to demonstrate to us the value of a certain view of life, a certain view 
of reality, a certain view of ourselves. In each case, these people try to give as many rea- 
sons as possible why other people should accept their view of things; in short, they use 
arguments to persuade others. 

Argument involves at least two components: logic and rhetoric. Logic concerns 
those reasons that should hold for anyone, anywhere, without appealing to personal feel- 
ings, sympathies, or prejudices. Rhetoric, on the other hand, does involve such personal 
appeals. Personal charm may be part of rhetoric, in a writer as well as in a public speaker. 
Jokes may be part of rhetoric. Personal pleas are effective rhetorical tools; so is trying to 
be sympathetic to readers or playing off their fears. None of these personal tactics are 
part of logic, however. Logic is impersonal, and for this reason logic may be less flam- 
boyant and personally exciting; but it has the advantage of being applicable to everyone. 

A logical argument goes beyond rhetorical appeal. But it is important to understand that 
logic and rhetoric virtually always function together. Although it is possible to be per- 
suasive through pure rhetoric without being at all logical, such efforts often disappear as 
soon as readers have had a chance to think again about how they have been persuaded. 
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One can also be logical without attention to rhetoric, but such arguments will be dry and 
unattractive, even if they do convince anyone who would take the time to read them. 
However, logic and rhetoric in combination can be very persuasive and are rarely sepa- 
rable in any great work of philosophy. In all of the readings of this book, you will notice 
the combination of impersonal logic and personal appeal, all aimed at getting the reader 
to agree with the author's point of view. 

There are good arguments and there are bad arguments. Just as the success of a logi- 
cally inadequate argument may depend upon the passing mood of a reader or the fact 
that he or she has not yet heard the other side, so a good argument must survive passing 
moods, reflection, and criticism. This requires good logic as well as effective rhetoric, 
and so it is important to master the basic rules of argument, as well as to be aware of the 
all too common pitfalls that lie in wait for those who ignore the rules. Knowing these 
rules and warnings will not only help you avoid what are called fallacies—it will allow 
you to criticize effectively other people’s arguments as well. Have you ever heard some- 
one say, “Well, there’s something wrong with that argument, but I'm not sure what it is”? 
Knowing a little logic may help you see clearly what is wrong with an argument. 

Standard logic textbooks emphasize two primary forms of logical argument: 


1. Deductive arguments reason from one statement to another by means of ac- 
cepted logical rules; anyone who accepts the premises is bound logically to ac- 
cept the conclusion. 

2. Inductive arguments infer one statement from another, but it is possible for the 
conclusion to be false even if all of the premises are true. The most familiar ex- 
ample of an inductive argument is a generalization from a set of particular ob- 
servations to a general statement called a “hypothesis.” 


1. Deductive Arguments 


A deductive argument is valid when it correctly conforms to the rules of deduction, 
when it is impossible for the premise(s) to be true and the conclusion false. In this sense, 
the premise(s) guarantee the truth of the conclusion. The following are some examples 
of the most familiar rules: 


1. It was either Phyllis or Fred. (It was Phyllis or it was Fred.) 
It wasn’t Phyllis. 
Therefore it was Fred. 
2. Both Tom and Jerry went to the circus last night. (Tom went to the circus last 
night and Jerry went to the circus last night.) 
Therefore Tom went to the circus last night. 
3. If Carol did that all by herself, then she’s courageous. 
Carol did it all by herself. 
Therefore Carol is courageous. 


It is important to emphasize that whether or not an argument is valid depends only on 
the form of the argument. A valid argument—one in the correct form—can still have a 
conclusion that is false. Consider this: 
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4. If Carol did that all by herself, then elephants can fly. 
Carol did it all by herself. 
Therefore elephants can fly. 


Notice that example 4 is identical in form to example 3. The conclusion is patently false, 
but the argument is still valid. 

But what good is a deductive argument if its conclusion can be false? The answer is 
that if the initial statements are true, then the truth of the conclusion is guaranteed. The 
initial statements are called premises, and if the premises are true, then the conclusion 
must be true if the argument form is valid. It is important to remember that a deductive 
argument cannot prove its own premises. To be effective, you must be sure of the prem- 
ises before beginning the deductive argument. Thus the following argument, although it 
is valid, is an appallingly bad argument. 


5. If someone argues for socialized medicine, then he or she is a communist. 
Communists want to kill people. 
Therefore if someone is for socialized medicine, he or she wants to kill people. 


This argument has the valid form: 


5’. Ifp then q. 
If q then r. 
Therefore if p then r. 


But although the argument is valid, its premises are not true, and therefore they provide 
no guarantee that the conclusion is true. A valid argument guarantees the truth of the 
conclusion only if the premises are true. Therefore, in using or evaluating any deductive 
argument, you must always ask yourself two things: 


a. Are the premises true? 
b. Is the argument valid? 


If the answer to both of these is yes, then the argument is said to be sound. 

An argument in an essay may not appear exactly in the form provided by the rules of 
deduction. This does not mean that the argument is invalid. In example 5, the second 
premise, “Communists want to kill people,” must be restated in “If... then. . .” form. 
In fact, straightforward copying of the rules of deduction in an essay makes boring read- 
ing, so arguments usually must be restated in order to fit these forms exactly. When you 
are writing an argument, it is necessary to pay attention both to the validity of the argu- 
ment and to the degree of interest with which it is stated. Sometimes it is permissible to 
leave out one of the premises, if it is so obvious to every reader that actually stating it 
would seem absurd. For example, 


6. Men can’t give birth. 
Therefore Robert can’t give birth. 


The missing premise, of course, is 


Robert is a man. 
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But it would be unnecessary in most contexts to say this. When using deductive argu- 
ments effectively, rhetorical considerations are important too. 

One of the best-known forms of deductive reasoning is called the syllogism. It refers 
to one kind in particular: deductive arguments, with two premises and a conclusion, usu- 
ally involving membership in groups, and using the terms all, some, and none. The best- 
known example is 


7. All men are mortal. 
Socrates is a man. 
Therefore Socrates is mortal. 


The first statement, “All men are mortal,” is called the major premise; the second state- 
ment, “Socrates is a man,” is called the minor premise. The final statement, following 
from the other two, is the conclusion and is generally preceded by the word “therefore.” 
In this example, the words “men” and “man” are called the middle term, the word “mor- 
tal” is called the predicate, and the name “Socrates” is called the subject. The middle 
term serves to link the subject and the predicate, both of which are joined in the conclu- 
sion. The form of this syllogism is 


7. AllA’s are B’s. 
CisanA. 
Therefore C is a B. 


Any nouns can be substituted for the A, B, and C in this deductive form. For example, 


8. All cows are pigeons. 
George Washington is a cow. 
Therefore George Washington is a pigeon. 


Argument 8 is valid, although its conclusion is false. The reason, of course, is that the 
premises are false. Again, a valid argument does not guarantee a true conclusion unless 
the premises are true. So always be certain that you have adequately defended the prem- 
ises before beginning your deduction. 

Valid arguments sometimes proceed from negative premises as well as positive as- 
sertions. For example, 


9. No woman has ever been president. 
Eleanor Roosevelt was a woman. 
Therefore Eleanor Roosevelt was not president. 


The form is 
9’. No A’s are B’s. 
CisanA. 
Therefore C is not a B. 


Another common argument is 


10. Some elephants weigh more than two thousand pounds. 
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Elephants are animals. 
Therefore some animals weigh more than two thousand pounds. 


The form, with a little rephrasing, is 


10’. Some A’s are B’s. (Some elephants are more than two thousand pounds in 
weight.) 
All A’s are C’s. (All elephants are animals. The “all” is implicit.) 
Therefore, some C’s are B’s. (Some animals are more than two thousand 
pounds in weight.) 


Not all deductive arguments are syllogisms in this traditional sense. For example, the 
following is a valid deductive argument, but not a syllogism: 


11. Jones is an idiot, and he (Jones) is also the luckiest man alive. 
Therefore Jones is an idiot. 


The form of this argument is 


11’. p and q. 
Therefore p. 


In the discussion that follows, therefore, we will talk about deductive arguments in 
general and not worry whether they are properly to be called “syllogisms” or not. 

It is impossible in this introduction to list all of the correct forms of deduction. We 
will, however, describe some of the most dangerous fallacies, mistakes in deductive 
form. The following example is one, for it looks dangerously like example 10’: 


12. Some elephants are domesticated. 
Some camels are domesticated. 
Therefore some elephants are camels. 


This form 


12’. Some A’s are B’s. 
Some C’s are B’s. 
Therefore some A’s are C’s. 


is invalid (not valid), and is thus a fallacy. This fallacy often appears in political argu- 
ments. For example, 


13. We all know that some influential Republicans are corrupt. 
And we all know that at least some Communists are corrupt. 
Therefore we know that at least some Republicans are Communists. 


When stated so simply, the fallacy is obvious. But when this argument is spread through 
a long-winded speech, such fallacies are often accepted as valid arguments. Using the 
logician’s symbolic forms to analyze a complex speech or essay will often make clear 
the validity or invalidity of an argument. 

Another common fallacy closely resembles the deductive form in example 3: 
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14. If this antidote works then the patient will live. 
The patient lived. 
Therefore the antidote works. 


This looks valid at first glance, but it is not. The patient may have recovered on his or her 
own, proving nothing about the antidote. The form of this argument is 


14’. If p then q. 
q. 
Therefore p. 
The correct deductive form of example 3 was 


If p then q. 
p- 
Therefore q. 
Be particularly careful of the difference between these two. 
“If... then...” statements are often used in another pair of arguments, one valid, one 
invalid. The valid one is 


15. If this antidote works then the patient will live. 
The patient didn’t live. 
Therefore the antidote did not work. 


The form is 


15’. If p then q. 
Not q. 
Therefore not p. 


This is valid, although one might insist on adding an explicit qualification to the 
first premise. The qualification is, “for nothing else whatever can save the patient,” since 
one might argue that something else, perhaps a miracle, might save the patient rather 
than the antidote. Notice that this qualification doesn’t save the invalid argument in ex- 
ample 14, however, nor does it save the invalid argument in the following example: 


16. If this antidote doesn’t work, then the patient will die. 
The antidote works. 
Therefore the patient won't die. 


Again, the patient might very well die of other causes, despite the antidote. The form 


16’. If p then q. 
Not p. 
Therefore not q. 


is invalid. 
Most valid and invalid deductive argument forms are a matter of common sense. 
What makes fallacies so common is not ignorance of logic so often as sloppy thinking 
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or writing, or talking faster than one can organize thoughts in valid form. Most impor- 
tant, therefore, are careful thinking and writing. Yet even the greatest philosophers com- 
mit fallacies, and you will see some of them. 


2. Inductive Arguments 


In deduction, the conclusion never states more than the premises. (It is often said that the 
conclusion is already “contained in” the premises.) In an inductive argument, the con- 
clusion always states more than the premises. It is, therefore, a less certain form of ar- 
gument, but that does not mean that it is any less important. Many of the premises in de- 
ductive arguments will come from inductive ones, and most of our knowledge and 
almost all of science depends upon induction. Induction takes various forms and defies 
rigid characterization. One general form of an inductive argument is 


Every A we have observed is a B. 
Therefore A is a B. 


The argument, in other words, is from an observed set of things to an entire class of 
things. For example 


17. Every crow we have observed in the past twenty years is black. 
Therefore all crows are black. 


But induction, unlike deduction, does not guarantee the truth of the conclusion, even if 
we know that the observations are all correct. So the conclusion of example 17 should 
properly read 


It is probable that all crows are black. 


This tentative conclusion is called a hypothesis. A hypothesis is an educated guess on 
the basis of the evidence collected thus far. It is always possible, when we are using 
induction, that a new piece of evidence will turn up that will refute the hypothesis. This 
new piece of evidence is called a counter-example. Inductive arguments must always 
be ready for such counter-examples because no inductive argument guarantees certainty. 
There is always the possibility that a counter-example will be found, or that a better hy- 
pothesis will be formulated. This is not to say, however, that we should not accept such 
arguments. Human beings have observed millions of rabbits, and never has a rabbit 
weighed more than two thousand pounds. This does not mean that it is impossible to find 
a two-thousand-pound rabbit, but neither does it mean that we should therefore hesitate 
to believe that no rabbits weigh more than two thousand pounds. Induction is never cer- 
tain, but, on the basis of the evidence, we can nevertheless agree on the best hypothesis. 
It is worth noting, however, that some philosophers, following David Hume (see Chap- 
ter 2), have claimed that induction is without rational justification, no matter how unde- 
niably useful it may be. 
There are good (sound) and bad (unsound) inductive arguments. The most familiar 
reason why an inductive argument may be called unsound is generalization on the basis 
of too few examples. For instance, the following is clearly unsound: 
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18. Every U. S. president from the state of Pennsylvania has been a Democrat. 
Therefore we can suppose that every U. S. president from the state of Pennsyl- 
vania will be a Democrat. 


There has only been one president from Pennsylvania, and the intricacies of politics are 
clearly such that the next president from Pennsylvania could as likely be a Republican 
as a Democrat. Similarly, 


19. The driver of every Italian bus we rode had a beard. 
Therefore all Italian bus drivers have beards. 


is unsound. Although the sampling involves more than one example, this is still not 
sufficient to make a sound inductive generalization. How many examples are required? 
It varies with the case. If a chemist, conducting an experiment, adds chemical g to chem- 
ical h and gets j, that in itself will probably warrant a hypothesis that 


gthj, 


although this hypothesis, like all hypotheses, will have to be tested by further experi- 
ments and observations. (Deductions, on the contrary, do not have to be tested, assum- 
ing the truth of their premises.) A chemist can usually assume that one set of pure chem- 
icals will react like any other set of the same chemicals. But when the hypothesis is about 
people, generalizations should be made with extreme caution, especially when writing 
about such a sensitive subject as “national character.” For example, “Italians are . . . ,” 
“Russians tend to be . . . 7” “Americans are too . . 2” require extreme care. But caution 
does not mean that it is impossible to write about such subjects. It has often been done 
brilliantly, and you might even agree that a person who refuses to see the general differ- 
ences between different peoples and societies is even more foolish than someone who 
generalizes too quickly and carelessly. But all generalizations (even this one) must be 
made with care for the context and the subject matter. 

A different kind of inductive unsoundness comes from generalizing to a hypothesis 
that goes too far beyond what the evidence will support. For example, 


20. Every graduate we know of from Delmonico High School is an excellent 
athlete. 
Therefore we can suppose that the physical education teachers there must be 
very good. 


The problem here is not too small a sampling; in fact, we might even look at every grad- 
uate of Delmonico High School. The problem is that this kind of evidence isn’t sufficient 
to prove anything about the teachers. The students might come from athletic homes. Or 
the food in the student cafeteria might be loaded with extra vitamins and protein. Or the 
students may enjoy playing sports outside of school, even though their gym classes are 
badly taught. It is important to be sure that the hypothesis you defend is supported by 
the right kind of evidence. In this case, we need evidence about the physical education 
teachers, not just about the students. 

Not every inductive argument proceeds from evidence to a generalization. For 
example, detectives use inductive arguments in moving from the evidence to the indict- 
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ment of a particular individual. (What Sherlock Holmes refers to as his “powers of de- 
duction” is in fact his remarkable ability with induction.) It is worth noting that not every 
philosopher thinks that induction is so important for knowledge. For example, the con- 
temporary British philosopher Karl Popper believes that the logic of science (and police 
investigations) proceeds not by way of induction but by way of the disconfirmation of 
proposed hypotheses with counter-examples. In other words, knowledge proceeds from 
hypothesis to hypothesis, not from evidence to hypothesis by way of induction. But 
whatever one thinks of the justifiability of induction and its importance, it is essential not 
to think of induction as occurring in a vacuum. Inductive reasoning always goes on 
against a background of other hypotheses, theories, and scientific viewpoints as well as 
an abundance of other evidence that is taken for granted, built into the hypothesis itself 
or, perhaps, ignored as irrelevant, undependable, or unimportant. Because of its formal- 
ity, deduction can deal with isolated arguments. But induction, even when subjected to 
the formal rigors of probability theory, can never be so understood out of context. Back- 
ground conditions and the state of knowledge at the moment are always in some sense 
presupposed. Because of this informal (if not chaotic) complexity, induction is just as 
much a matter of insight as logic. 

A very different kind of problem arises for induction when the hypothesis is self- 
confirming. A self-confirming hypothesis creates its own confirmation or, alternatively, 
blocks all possible counter-examples from the start. Two familiar examples: a police- 
man (in uniform) tries to evaluate the driving patterns of the cars that pass him, making 
sure that they all drive at the legal speed. Of course they do! But the same sort of self- 
confirmation often goes on in subtle ways in science, for example, where the equipment 
itself is designed to present precisely the evidence it is supposed to be looking for. The 
other example is the paranoid, who advances the hypothesis that “they’re all out to get 
me.” Given that way of looking at the world, indeed they are. Not only does the para- 
noid systematically interpret other people’s behavior in a hostile way, he also behaves 
in such a way that people really do become wary of him, if not hostile to him. But again, 
this extreme case has thousands of more everyday instances; persons who feel friend- 
less may easily work on a mild version of the paranoid hypothesis and confirm their 
own thesis. A person who entertains the hypothesis that “all people are basically 
selfish” will have little trouble finding what he or she is looking for, and, within that 
investigation, some selfish motive can always be found (for example, “in order not to 
feel guilty”) for even the most generous and unselfish behavior. (We might note that 
there are also self-defeating hypotheses; the policeman may hypothesize that everyone 
breaks the law and goes out, in uniform, to catch them, thereby undermining his own 
hypothesis.) 


3. Argument by Analogy 


A form of inductive argument that is sometimes challenged unfairly is argument by 
analogy. An argument by analogy defends the similarity between some aspect of two 
things on the basis of their similarity in other respects. For example, a politician defends 
the need for more efficient government and fewer unnecessary jobs on the basis of an ar- 
gument by analogy between government and business. A government is like a business, 
the politician argues. It has a certain product to turn out, namely, services to the people, 
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and receives a certain income from the sale of that product, namely, taxes. It employs a 
certain number of people, whose job it is to turn out that product and who are paid with 
that income. Their business is to produce the product as cheaply but as well as possible, 
to keep the cost down, and make a profit in order to be able to offer new and better ser- 
vices. Thus, the politician argues, the more efficiently it is run and the fewer unneces- 
sary employees it must support, the better a government will be. 

Such an argument is valuable in getting people to see similarities and in clarifying 
complex and confusing issues. The danger, and the reason why many logicians reject ar- 
guments by analogy altogether, is that no two things are similar in every respect. (Oth- 
erwise, they would be the same.) And just because two things are similar in certain re- 
spects, it doesn’t follow that they will be similar in others. But this objection is too 
strong. If two things are similar in several respects, it is at least plausible to suggest that 
they will be similar in others. For example, running the government is like running a 
business. Both involve managing an organization. Both require skill in handling money. 
The success of both depends on the quality of the products and services they produce. 
Therefore, the way to handle the city transportation problem, for instance, is to ask 
which plan will give the most service for the least money. 

Arguments by analogy may employ both deductive and inductive arguments; insofar 
as A (government) is like B (a business) deductions appropriate in discussing A will be 
appropriate in discussing B as well. And if A and B are similar in so many ways, then it 
is inductively plausible that they will be similar in other ways as well. So arguments by 
analogy are at least a valuable form of reasoning, if not always a reliable form of proof. 
It is important, however, to pay careful attention to each particular analogy, to make sure 
that the two things compared are significantly similar and, most importantly, that the as- 
pect that is argued about is significantly similar in both cases. Arguments by analogy are 
extremely valuable, but they must always be used with care. In traditional Western phi- 
losophy, analogies and metaphors play an enormous but often unappreciated role in the 
great philosophical classics. The assumption, or at least the expectation, is that these 
analogies and metaphors can be recast in terms of deductive and inductive arguments. 
But not all philosophical traditions make this assumption. In Chinese philosophy, for ex- 
ample, analogical reasoning is far more central to philosophical disputation than de- 
ductive arguments. What the philosopher does, in certain traditions, is to provide new 
ways of seeing things—a particular virtue of arguments by analogy. So, too, in many 
folk philosophies around the world, the use of myth and metaphor has not yet been 
replaced—and probably cannot be replaced—by the standard logics of Western reason- 
ing. The place of logic itself can be an important philosophical problem. 

The three kinds of arguments discussed above—deductive, inductive, and argument 
by analogy—attempt to defend a view or an opinion. But part of almost every argument 
is an attack on alternative views and opinions. In general, someone else’s position can 
be attacked by asking the following questions: 


a. What is he or she arguing? Is the position clear? 


b. What are the arguments? Are they deductive? Inductive? Or by analogy? 


If deductive: 
What are the premises and are they all true? 
Are the deductive arguments valid? 
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If the answer to either of these questions is no, a good counter-argument exists to 
show that the adversary has not given us a reason for accepting his or her view. 


If inductive: 
Is there enough evidence to support the hypothesis? 
Does the evidence support the hypothesis? 
Is the hypothesis sufficiently clear? 
Is this the best hypothesis to explain the evidence? 
If the answer to any of these is no, a good counter-argument exists to show that 
the adversary has not defended his or her general claim. 


If argument by analogy: 
Are the things compared similar? 
Are the things similar in the relevant respects in question? 
If the answer to either of these is no, a good argument exists to show that the op- 
ponent’s analogy is not a good one. 


c. Does the conclusion mean what the opponent says it means? 


4. Necessary and Sufficient Conditions, “Logical 
Possibility,” and Arguments by Counter-example 


Two concepts that will be of considerable importance in understanding the arguments of 
the great philosophers are the concepts of “necessary and sufficient conditions” and 
“logical possibility.” A is a necessary condition for B when B can’t happen without A. 
So B requires A; if A doesn’t happen then B can’t happen; or necessarily if B then A. A 
is a sufficient condition for B when A is enough to guarantee B, so A implies B, or nec- 
essarily if A then B. Consequently A is necessary and sufficient for B when A is both re- 
quired for B and enough to guarantee B (“A if and only if B”). When this happens, A and 
B necessarily go together—you can’t have one without the other. 

A definition supposedly supplies necessary and sufficient conditions. Thus, a way of 
challenging a philosophical definition or theory put forward, for example, a definition or 
theory of “justice” or “freedom” is to show that it is logically possible to have an A with- 
out B, or a B without A. What you have supplied are counter-examples, not to an induc- 
tive argument or hypothesis, but to a philosophical claim. Since definitions or philo- 
sophical claims or theories give necessary and sufficient conditions, the person who has 
thus defined A in terms of B has to go back to the drawing board. 

One need not actually find a counter-example in order to challenge a philosophical 
definition. Insofar as definitions claim to provide logically necessary and sufficient con- 
ditions, it is enough that you can merely imagine a possible counter-example. That is to 
say, since a definition proffers logically necessary and sufficient conditions that cover all 
possible cases, the mere logical possibility of a counter-example suffices to challenge 
the definition. Whenever a philosopher makes a general or a universal claim, it is possi- 
ble to challenge it with a counter-example. 

In Section 2, we mentioned counter-examples with respect to inductive generaliza- 
tions. A counter-example that refutes an hypothesis, such as “here is an a that is not b,” 
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will always give trouble to someone who argues that “all a’s are b’s.” For example, if 
a bigot says, “All people from Poland are naturally unintelligent,” the single counter- 
example of Copernicus, a Pole, is sufficient to undermine that claim. Counter-examples 
may also work in the face of deductively defended claims, however. Consider a common 
philosophical argument (which we shall discuss in Chapter 9): 


21. All events in nature are determined by physical forces (gravity, chemistry, elec- 
tromagnetic forces, and so on). 
All human actions are events in nature. 
Therefore all human actions are determined by physical forces. 


This syllogism is a valid argument, of the form 


21’. All A’s are B’s. 
All C’s are A’s. 
Therefore all C’s are B’s. 


One way to attack this valid argument, even if you don’t see any reasons to reject the 
premises as such, is to use the method of counter-examples: “Look. I decided to come 
to this college of my own free will. I thought about it for a few days, and I remember the 
exact moment when I made my decision—while eating pizza at Harry’s restaurant. Now 
I made that decision. It wasn’t caused in me by physical forces. Therefore, I reject your 
conclusion.” 

What has happened here is this: On the one hand, if we accept the premises as true 
and the argument as valid, it would seem that we have to accept the conclusion. But what 
the counter-example does in this case is force the person who has argued the syllogism 
to clarify what is meant by “determined by physical forces” in both the premise and the 
conclusion. Does this mean only that some forces must be present? If so, the argument 
is not nearly so interesting as we thought, for everyone will admit that when a person 
makes a decision there is an electrical charge or a chemical change in the brain. Does it 
mean rather that there are only physical causes present, in which case “free will” is in- 
deed excluded? But what then of the counter-example (your college decision)? The bur- 
den of proof is on the person who argued the syllogism; he or she is forced to explain 
how it seems that you made a decision of your own free will when in fact there is no 
such thing as free will. You can see how this philosophical argument could become very 
complicated, but we only want to make a simple point. A single, well-placed counter- 
example can open up a whole new discussion, even when it might seem as if the matter 
had already been settled. 

A general comment is necessary here. It might seem to you as if arguments are con- 
clusive, one way or the other. In fact, this is almost never the case. An argument can be 
convincing and persuasive, but there is always room for further argument if someone is 
stubborn or persistent enough. A good counter-example can always be explained away, 
and even a large number of counter-examples might be explained away. What ultimately 
sinks a bad hypothesis or general claim is the weight of the extra explanations it needs. 
For example, someone argues that there are Martians currently living on the earth. You 
point out that no one has ever seen a Martian. Your opponent explains this away by sug- 
gesting that the Martians are invisible to the human eye. You argue that the atmosphere 
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on Earth would not support Martian life. Your opponent argues that they are a different 
form of life, different from any that we can understand. You ask your opponent what these 
Martians do and how we might come to test his or her view. He or she says that the Mar- 
tians don’t want us to know that they are here, so that they are careful not to do anything 
that would let us discover their presence. At this point, you will probably walk away in 
disgust. You have not silenced your opponent. In fact, he or she might go on inventing 
new ways out of your arguments forever. But, at a certain point, your opponent’s expla- 
nations will have become so complicated and based on so much dubious knowledge that 
you and everyone else will be completely justified in ignoring him or her. The point of ar- 
gument, remember, is to persuade. Absolute proof is impossible. But this means too that 
persuading some people is also impossible. There are limits to argument—at least, prac- 
tical limits. 


5. Reductio ad Absurdum 


One last argument deserves mention. It is usually called by its Latin name, reductio ad 
absurdum, and is a form of deductive argument. It is, however, an “indirect” argument. 
It consists of taking your opponent’s view and showing that it has intolerable or contra- 
dictory consequences. For example, someone argues that one can never know whether 
minds exist other than one’s own. You counter by pointing out that the very act of argu- 
ing this with you contradicts his point. He replies, no doubt, that he can’t know that you 
exist. You show that he cannot even know that he exists. What you have done is reduce 
your opponent’s view to absurdity, showing that it leads to consequences that no one 
could accept. in this case, the idea that he cannot have self-knowledge at all. A reductio 
ad absurdum argument, like a good counter-example, is often an excellent way of forc- 
ing other people to clarify their positions and explain more carefully exactly what they 
mean to argue. 


6. The Worst Kinds of Fallacies 


No brief survey of logic would be adequate without identifying other fallacies, more 
general than those we discussed previously under deductive arguments. Whatever kind 
of arguments you employ, be careful that you never use the following: 


MERE ASSERTION The fact that you accept a position is not sufficient for anyone else 
to believe it. Stating your view is not an argument for it, and unless you are just an- 
swering a public opinion survey, every opinion always deserves a supporting argument. 
There are statements, of course, that everyone would accept at face value, and you need 
not argue those. But that does not mean that they cannot be argued, for even the most ob- 
vious facts of common sense must be argued when challenged—this is what much of 
philosophy is about. 


BEGGING THE QUESTION Another fallacy is something that looks like an argument 
but simply accepts as a premise what is supposed to be argued for as a conclusion. For 
example, suppose you are arguing that one ought to be a Christian and your reason is 
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that the Bible tells you so. This may, in fact, be conclusive for you, but if you are trying 
to convince someone who doesn’t believe in Christ, he or she will probably not believe 
what the Bible says either. As an argument for becoming a Christian, therefore, referring 
to the Bible begs the question. Question begging often consists of a reworded conclu- 
sion, as in “this book will improve your grades because it will help you to do better in 
your courses.” 


VICIOUS CIRCLE Begging the question is similar to another error, which is often 
called arguing in a “vicious circle.” Consider a more elaborate version of the above fal- 
lacy. A person claims to know God exists because she has had a religious vision. Asked 
how she knows that the vision was religious rather than just the effect of something she 
ate, she replies that such an elaborate and powerful experience could not have been 
caused by anyone or anything but God. Asked how she knows this, she replies that God 
Himself told her—in the vision. Or, “he must be guilty because of the look on his face.” 
“How do you know that he looks guilty rather than frightened or sad?” “Because he’s 
the one who did it, that’s why!” If you argue A because of B, and B because of C, but 
then C because of A, you have argued in a vicious circle. It is vicious because, as in beg- 
ging the question, you have assumed just what you want to prove. But the following is 
worth remembering: Ultimately, all positions may come full circle, depending upon cer- 
tain beliefs that can be defended only if you accept the rest of a great many beliefs. De- 
bates between religious people and atheists are often like this, or arguments between 
free-marketeers and Marxists, where many hours of argument show quite clearly that 
each person accepts a large system of beliefs, all of which depend on the others. Some 
logicians call this a “virtuous circle,” but this does not mean that there are no vicious cir- 
cles. A virtuous circle is the development of an entire world view, and it requires a great 
deal of thinking and organizing. Vicious circles, like begging the question, are usually 
shortcuts to nowhere that result from careless thinking. 


IRRELEVANCIES You have seen people who argue a point by arguing everything else, 
throwing up charts of statistics and complaining about the state of the universe and 
telling jokes—everything but getting to the point. This may be a technique of wearing 
out your opponent; it is not a way of persuading him or her to agree with you. No mat- 
ter how brilliant an argument may be, it is no good to you unless it is relevant to the point 
you want to defend. 


AD HOMINEM ARGUMENTS The most distasteful kind of irrelevancy is an attack on 
your opponent personally instead of arguing against his or her position. It may well be 
that the person you are arguing against is a liar, a sloppy dresser, bald and ugly, too 
young to vote or too old to work, but the only question is whether what he or she says is 
to be accepted. Harping on the appearance, reputation, manners, intelligence, friends, or 
possessions of your opponent may sometimes give your readers insight into why he or 
she holds a certain position, but it does not prove or disprove the position itself. As in- 
sight into an opponent’s motives, personal considerations may, in small doses, be ap- 
propriate. But more than a very small dose is usually offensive, and it will usually weigh 
more against you than against your opponent. Whenever possible, avoid this kind of 
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argument completely. It usually indicates that you don’t have any good arguments 
yourself. 


UNCLEAR OR SHIFTING CONCLUSIONS One of the most frustrating arguments to 
read is an argument that has a vague conclusion or that shifts conclusions with every 
paragraph. If something is worth defending at all, itis worth stating clearly and sticking 
with it. If you argue that drug users should be punished, but aren’t clear whether you 
mean people who traffic in heroin or people who take aspirin, you are not worth listen- 
ing to. If you say that you mean illegal drug offenders, don’t argue that drugs are bad for 
your body, since this is equally true for both legal and illegal drugs. If you say that you 
mean amphetamine users, then don’t switch to talking about the illegality of drugs when 
someone explains to you the several medical uses of amphetamines. Know what you are 
arguing, or your arguments will have no point. 


CHANGING MEANINGS Itis easy to miss a fallacy when the words seem to form a 
valid argument. For example, consider this: 


People are free as long as they can think for themselves. 
Prisoners in jail are free to think for themselves. 
Therefore, prisoners in jail are free. 


This paradoxical conclusion is due to the ambiguity of “free,” first used to refer to a kind 
of mental freedom, second to refer to physical freedom. An interesting example is the 
argument often attributed to the famous British philosopher John Stuart Mill: “Whatever 
people desire, that is what is desirable.” But notice that this argument plays with an am- 
biguity in the English language. Not everything that is in fact desired should be desired 
(for example, alcohol by alcoholics), so the argument is deductively invalid. (Mill makes 
the case, however, that the only evidence that x is desirable is that people in fact desire 
it.) Be careful that the key terms in your argument keep the same meaning throughout. 


DISTRACTION Another familiar form of fallacy is the “red herring,” the sometimes 
long-winded pursuit of an argument leading away from the point at issue. For example, in 
the middle of an argument about the relation between the mind and the brain, a neurolo- 
gist may well enjoy telling you, in impressive detail, any number of odd facts about neu- 
rology, about brain operations he or she has performed, about silly theories that neurology- 
ignorant philosophers have defended in the past. But if these do not bear on the issue at 
hand, they are only pleasant ways of spending the afternoon, not steps to settling a differ- 
ence of opinion. Distraction is a fallacy that is especially advantageous when the time for 
argument is limited. (For this reason, it is particularly prevalent in the classroom.) 


PSEUDO-QUESTIONS Sometimes fallacious reasoning begins with the very question 
being asked. For example, some philosophers have argued that asking such questions 
as “How is the mind related to the body?” or “Could God create a mountain so heavy 
that even He could not move it?” are pseudo-questions; that is, they look like real ques- 
tions—even profound questions—but are ultimately unanswerable because they are 
based on some hidden piece of nonsense. (In these two cases, it has been suggested that 
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there is no legitimate distinction between mind and body, and therefore any question 
about how they are “related” is pointless; the second question presumes that God is “om- 
nipotent” in the sense that He can do the logically impossible, which is absurd.) Pseudo- 
questions, like distractions, lead us down a lengthy path going nowhere, except that, with 
pseudo-questions, we start from nowhere as well. 


DUBIOUS AUTHORITY We mentioned earlier that modern philosophy is based on the 
assumption that we have a right—and sometimes a duty—to question authority. Yet; 
most of our knowledge and opinions are based on appeals to authorities—whether sci- 
entists or “the people” are particularly wise or not. It would be extremely foolish, if not 
fatal, not to so appeal to authorities, especially in a world that has grown so technologi- 
cally and socially complicated. We ask an economist what will happen if interest rates 
fall. We ask Miss Manners which fork to use for the salad. The fallacy of dubious au- 
thority arises when we ask the wrong person, when we appeal to an expert who is not in 
fact an expert in the area of concern. For example, when physicians are asked questions 
about nuclear policy or physicists are asked questions about high school education, their 
expertise in one field does not necessarily transfer to the other. Appealing to opinions in 
books and newspapers depends on the authority of the authors and publications in ques- 
tion. What is in print is not necessarily authoritative. 


SLIPPERY SLOPE Metaphors often pervade arguments. One of the more common 
metaphors is the “slippery slope,” the greased incline that, once trod, inevitably carries 
us to the bottom. (In politics, it is sometimes called “the chilling effect” or “the domino 
theory.”) For example, it is argued that any interference with free speech whatsoever, 
even forbidding someone to scream “fire” in a crowded auditorium, will sooner or later 
lead to the eradication of free speech of every kind, including informed, responsible po- 
litical discussion. But is it the case that, by attacking an extreme instance, we thereby en- 
danger an entire institution? Sometimes, this may be so. But more often than not, the 
slippery slope metaphor leads us to think that there is such inevitability when in fact 
there is no such thing. 


ATTACKING A STRAW MAN Real opponents with real arguments and objections are 
sometimes difficult to refute, and so the easy way out is to attack an unreal opponent 
with easily refutable arguments and objections. This unreal fellow is called a “straw 
man,” and he provides us with the extra advantage of not fighting back. For example, a 
writer of religion attacks those who have suggested that Mohammed never existed, when 
in fact his opponents have only questioned a particular interpretation of his claim to di- 
vinity. A writer discussing the mind-body problem lampoons those who believe that 
there is no possible correlation between mental events and some (perhaps unknown) 
physical events—a position that has been argued by virtually no one. 


PITY (AND OTHER EMOTIONAL APPEALS) Some forms of fallacy appeal to the bet- 
ter parts of us, even as they challenge our fragile logical abilities. The appeal to pity has 
always been such an argument. Photographs of suffering people may well be an incen- 
tive to social action, but the connection between our pity—which is an undeniable 
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virtue—and the social action in question is not yet an argument. The appeal to pity— 
and all appeals to emotion—have a perfectly legitimate place in philosophical argument, 
but such appeals are not yet themselves arguments for any particular position. An orator 
may make us angry, but what we are to do about the problem must be the product of fur- 
ther argument. 


APPEAL TO FORCE Physical might never makes philosophical right. Sometimes a per- 
son can be intimidated, but he or she is not thus refuted. Sometimes one has to back up a 
philosophical conviction with force, but it is never the force that justifies the conviction. 


INAPPROPRIATE ARGUMENTS The last fallacy we will mention has to do with choice 
of methods. To insist on deductive arguments when there are powerful inductive argu- 
ments against you is a fallacy too—not a fallacious argument, perhaps, but a mistake in 
logic all the same. For example, if you are arguing deductively that there cannot be any 
torture going on in a certain country, since Mr. Q rules the country and Mr. Q is a good 
man (where the implicit premise is that “good men don’t allow torture in their country”), 
you had better be willing to give up the argument when dozens of trustworthy eyewit- 
nesses publicly describe the tortures they have seen or experienced. To continue with 
your deduction in the face of such information is foolish. This may not tell you where 
your argument has gone wrong: Perhaps Mr. Q is not such a good man. Or perhaps he 
has been overpowered. Or perhaps good men can’t prevent torture if they aren’t told 
about it. But in any case, the argument must now be given up. 

The same may be true the other way around. Certain abstract questions seem to be 
answerable only by deduction. When arguing about religious questions, for example, 
looking for evidence upon which to build an inductive argument may be foolish. What 
is at stake are your basic concepts of religion and their implications. Evidence, in the 
sense of looking around for pertinent facts, may be irrelevant. Very abstract questions 
often require deductive arguments only. 

To be caught in one of these fallacies is almost always embarrassing and damaging 
to your overall argument. If you have a case to make, then make it in the most power- 
fully persuasive way. An intelligent combination of deductive and inductive arguments, 
coupled with analogies and proper criticisms of alternative positions, is the most effec- 
tive persuasion available. If you think your opinions are important, then they deserve 
nothing less than the best supporting arguments you can put together. 

As you proceed with your course, you will have the opportunity to use many of these 
logical forms, not only on the great philosophers of the past but on your own thinking as 
well. You will find that philosophical criticism is a powerful tool in the arguments you 
have with your friends and the debates you carry on, whatever the topic. Most impor- 
tantly, philosophy is a valuable aid to getting together your own thoughts about things, 
about the problems of philosophy that you will encounter in this book, and about life in 
general. 

But then again, why should we assume that the truth is all that coherent or logical? 
As Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote: 


A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and 
philosophers and divines. With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do. 
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He may as well concern himself with his shadow on the wall. Speak what you think 
now in hard words and to-morrow speak what to-morrow thinks in hard words 
again, though it contradict every thing you said to-day.—“Ah, so you shall be sure 
to be misunderstood.” —Is it so bad then to be misunderstood? Pythagoras was 
misunderstood, and Socrates and Jesus, and Luther, and Copernicus, and Galileo, 
and Newton, and every pure and wise spirit that ever took flesh. To be great is to be 
misunderstood.'! 


Nevertheless, it would be prudent to advise: do not contradict yourself. Even if you 
are “great” it is unpleasant to be misunderstood, especially by your instructor. A prudent 
consistency is the salvation of most students. 


GLOSSARY 


abstract Overly general, not concrete, independent of particular concerns or objects. For exam- 
ple, a philosopher may attempt to ascertain the nature of justice without particular reference 
to any concrete practical case. 

ad hominem argument An argument against the person instead of the position; for example, 
attacking a philosopher's living habits instead of asking whether or not his theories are 
true. 

aphorism A short, striking general observation, usually just a sentence or two. 

argument The process of reasoning from one claim to another. An argument may, but need not, 
be directed against an explicit alternative. A philosophical argument does not require an op- 
ponent or a disagreement. 

asceticism A life of self-denial and material simplicity, often to further philosophical or reli- 
gious goals, 

assertion A statement or declaration, taking a position. Mere assertion, when presented as an 
argument, is a fallacy; arguments consist not only of assertions but of reasons for them as 
well. 

assumption A principle taken for granted, without argument or proof. 

autonomy Intellectual independence and freedom from authority; the presumed ability to deter- 
mine the acceptability of one’s own beliefs and actions. 

axiom A principle that is generally accepted from the beginning and so may be used without 
further debate as a starting point of argument. 

begging the question Merely restating as the conclusion of an argument one of its premises. 
For example, “Why do oysters give me indigestion? Because they upset my stomach.” 

Cartesianism Concerning Descartes. In particular, concerning his philosophical method. 
(Descartes’ followers are generally called “Cartesians” and their method “Cartesianism.”) 
The Cartesian method is essentially a deductive method, as in geometry, starting with self- 
evident axioms and deducing the rest. 

certainty Beyond doubt. But it is important to insist that certainty in the philosophical sense is 
more than the common psychological use of certain (“feeling certain”). One can feel certain 
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and yet be wrong or foolish. One can be certain, in this philosophical sense, only if one can 
prove that the matter is beyond doubt, that no reasons for doubt could be raised. 

coherence Logical connection. A statement by a witness in a courtroom coheres with other tes- 
timony and evidence when it fits in and follows from that other testimony and evidence. To 
say that a philosophy must be coherent is to say that its various principles must fit together in 
an orderly and logically agreeable fashion. 

consistent Fitting together in an orderly logical way. Two principles are consistent if they do 
not contradict each other. A philosophy is consistent if none of its principles contradict each 
other. 

contradiction The logical relation of two principles in which the truth of one requires the fal- 
sity of the other. A witness’s statement in court contradicts other testimony if both statements 
cannot be true. 

counter-example An example that contradicts a generalization, such as “all elephants have 
tusks.” A counter-example would be an elephant without tusks. 

criterion The test or standard according to which a judgment or an evaluation can be made. For 
example, a test for a substance being an acid is whether or not it turns litmus paper red. 

critical Thinking so as to be mindful of mistakes in reasoning; to be critical is not necessarily 
to be unpleasant. . 

declarative sentence A sentence in which one takes a position, states a fact, asserts a 
proposition. 

deduction (deductive argument) A process of reasoning from one principle to another by 
means of accepted rules of inference. In a deductive argument, a conclusion follows neces- 
sarily from the premises, and so if you are certain of the premises, you can be certain of the 
conclusion, too. 

dialectic Argument through dialogue, disagreement, and successive revisions, out of which 
comes agreement. 

doubt Lack of certainty; lack of reasons to believe and perhaps having reasons not to believe. It 
is important to distinguish doubt in this philosophical sense from doubt in the ordinary psy- 
chological sense. Mere personal uncertainty or distrust is not sufficient; there must be a 
demonstrable reason for doubt, that is, reasons for not accepting the beliefs in question. 

Enlightenment A cultural and philosophical movement in the eighteenth century in Europe 
defined by a new confidence in human reason and individual autonomy. Some of the major 
figures of this movement were René Descartes, the metaphysician Baron Henri d’Holbach, 
the political philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and the political reformer-writer Voltaire in 
France. In Great Britain, Enlightenment philosophers were John Locke and David Hume; in 
Germany, Immanuel Kant. 

fallacy An apparently persuasive argument that is really an error in reasoning; an unsound or 
invalid argument. 

first principles Those axioms and assumptions from which a philosophy begins. These must be 
solid and indisputable principles; they need not be those principles that one happens to first 
believe. 

formal logic A branch of logic that is concerned with the principles of reasoning as such, in 
which the relationships between symbols are studied and not their interpretation. 

generalization Usually, a proposition about all of a group or set of things on the basis of a lim- 
ited acquaintance with some of its members. In logic, however, a generalization may be uni- 
versal (“all x’s are y’s”) or existential (“there are some x’s that are y's”). 

hypothesis A provisional conclusion, accepted as most probable in the light of the known facts 
or tentatively adopted as a basis for analysis. 

implication One statement logically follows from another. Statements imply one another: We 
infer one from the other. 
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incoherent Not fitting together in an orderly or logically agreeable fashion. Using fancy jargon 
that has no precise meaning may be a source of incoherence. So is a mere list of random be- 
liefs, without any order or logic to hold them together. (They may even contradict each other 
as well.) An incoherent philosophy may be insightful and true in parts, but because it never 
coheres into a single system, it may well appear to be nonsense or simply 
a jumble of words and phrases. In other cases, an incoherent philosophy may be one that 
makes no sense, whose terms are utter gibberish or whose principles are mere ramblings 
without intelligible connection or interpretation. (Opposite of coherent.) 

inconsistent Not compatible; contradictory. One might also say that a person's actions are in- 
consistent with his or her principles. People as well as other principles can be inconsistent 
with a principle. 

inductive argument A process of reasoning in which the characteristics of an entire class or set 
of things is inferred on the basis of an acquaintance with some of its members. In an induc- 
tive argument, although the conclusion is supported by the premises, it does not follow nec- 
essarily from the premises and its truth is not guaranteed by them. 

inference Reasoning from one set of principles to another, as in an argument. Deductive infer- 
ence is but a single kind of inference. 

invalid Not correctly following agreed-upon rules of inference in an argument. Always applied 
to arguments, not to statements. (Opposite of valid.) 

logic The study of the rules of valid inference and “rational argument.” In general, a sense of 
order. 

method (sometimes, methodology) An approach and strategy for resolving philosophical 
problems. For example, the appeal to experience, the appeal to divine revelation, the 
insistence upon mathematical logic, confidence in reason or trust in authority—all of these 
are aspects of philosophical methodology. 

method of doubt (or methodological doubt) Descartes’ technique for discovering those prin- 
ciples of which we can be “perfectly certain”; namely, doubt everything, until you discover 
those principles that cannot be doubted. 

paradox A self-contradictory conclusion drawn from seemingly acceptable premises. For 
example, suppose you try to help all and only those people who do not help themselves. That 
sounds reasonable enough. But then, do you help yourself? If you do help everyone, then 
you would also help yourself. But if you don’t help yourself, then you aren’t helping all who 
don’t help themselves. This is a paradox. 

predicate That which is asserted or denied of a thing, which refers to a property of things. 
Some familiar predicates would be “is red,” “is an animal.” 

premise The principle or one of those principles upon which an argument is based. The starting 
point of an argument, 

presupposition A principle that is assumed as a precondition for whatever else one believes, 
which itself may remain unexamined and uncriticized throughout the argument. For exam- 
ple, a lawyer presupposes that the court aims at justice and has some idea what is just. It is 
the philosopher, not the lawyer, who challenges those claims. 

proof In a deductive argument, a proof is a sequence of steps, each according to an acceptable 
rule of inference, to the conclusion to be proved. 

proposition An assertion that is either true or false. 

reason The ability to think abstractly, to form arguments and make inferences. Sometimes 
referred to as a “faculty” of the human mind (a leftover from eighteenth-century philosophy). 
More specialized meanings will be discussed in later chapters. 

reasons Explanations, justifications, evidence, or some other basis for accepting a proposition. 

reductio ad absurdum A form of argument in which one refutes a statement by showing that it 
leads to self-contradiction or an otherwise intolerable conclusion. 
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reflection To think about something, to “put it in perspective.” We often do this with our beliefs 
and our emotions. For example, “This morning I was furious at you, but after reflecting on it 
at lunch, I decided that it was nothing to be angry about.” One might say that philosophy is 
reflection about life and knowledge in general. 

rhetoric The persuasive use of language to convince other people to accept your beliefs. 

rule of inference A generally accepted principle according to which one may infer one state- 
ment from another. (We have not yet said anything about the nature of these “generally ac- 
ceptable” rules; for now, we have simply presupposed that some such rules are acceptable to 
everyone; for example, “if either A is true or B is true, but we know that B is false, than we 
can conclude that A is true.”) 

self-contradictory A contradiction within one and the same statement or set of statements. 
What I say may contradict what you say; but what I say might also contradict something else 
that I said, in which case I am being self-contradictory. Moreover, in a few strange cases, my 
own statement may be self-contradictory; for example, “I do not exist.” 

self-evident Obvious without proof or argument; for Descartes, a “clear and distinct idea,” one 
about which there could be no doubt and it is obvious that there could be no doubt. 

skepticism A philosophical belief that knowledge is not possible, that doubt will not be over- 
come by any valid arguments. A philosopher who holds this belief is called a skeptic. Again, 
skepticism is not mere personal doubt; it requires systematic doubt with reasons for that 
doubt. 

sound An argument whose premises are true and that is valid. 

syllogism A three-line deductive argument; the best-known examples are those arguments 
of this form: 


All P’s are Q’s. (Major premise) 


S is a P. (Minor premise) 


Therefore S is a Q. (Conclusion) 


The major premise asserts something about the predicate of the conclusion (in this case, Q). 
The minor premise asserts something about the subject of the conclusion (in this case, S). 

system An orderly formulation of principles (together with reasons, implications, evidence, 
methods, and presuppositions) that is comprehensive, consistent, and coherent and in which 
the various principles are interconnected as tightly as possible by logical implications. 

trivial Obvious and not worth saying. 

unsound An argument whose premises are false or that is invalid. 

valid An argument that correctly follows agreed-upon rules of inference. Always applies to 
arguments, not statements, 

vicious circle Use of two propositions or arguments to support one another with no other sup- 
port. For example, “He must be guilty because he’s got such a guilty look on his face. . . . 
Well, I can tell it’s a guilty look because he’s the one who is guilty.” 
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1967); and a philosophical anthology of the period is Isaiah Berlin, The Age of Enlightenment 
(New York: Mentor, 1955). Two standard introductions to logic are Patrick Hurley, A Concise In- 
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PART I 


THE WORLD AND BEYOND 


It must be that what can be spoken and thought is: 
for it is possible for it to be, 
and it is not possible for what is nothing to be. 


PARMENIDES 


Well over three thousand years ago, philosophers in India, in the Rg Veda (the oldest of 
those holy books called the Vedas), contemplated the nature and origins of the whole of 
reality (“Brahman”), concluding, with considerable skepticism, that reality as such was 
not, or at least not normally, known by us, and perhaps it could not be known at all. Now, 
at the end of the twentieth century, some philosophers and some of our best-known 
physicists have come to believe that ultimate reality, those evasive particles that seem to 
multiply as the experiments get more sophisticated and the origin of everything (“the big 
bang”) gets more and more (rather than less and less) mysterious, and some theorists 
even suggest that we create reality through our observation of it and there is no inde- 
pendent reality at all. 

These two questions about the ultimate nature of reality and the origins of the uni- 
verse (or, from the Greek cosmos, thus, cosmology the nature of the universe, and cos- 
mogony, the origins of the universe) have defined much of philosophy from most an- 
cient times until today. (And we have no reason to suppose that the questions are getting 
any easier.) The way the question is asked, of course, varies considerably with the 
growth of science and among various religious and cultural contexts, but they are, in one 
sense, the most fundamental of philosophical questions. 
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A. “THE WAY THE WORLD REALLY IS” 


Because it was a Greek who coined the term philosophy and in Greece where philoso- 
phy was first recognized as a formal discipline, Western philosophers today often refer 
to the first Greek thinkers as the first “philosophers.” Philosophy in this sense is said to 
begin with a seemingly odd claim made by the Greek philosopher Thales on the coast 
of Turkey sometime around 580 s.c. He suggested that the source of everything was 
water. The earth floats upon water, and it and all things on it are made of water. Aristo- 
tle later called his theory “childish,” but he also acknowledged that his was the “oldest 
view that has been transmitted to us” (in his essay “On the Heavens”). In his Meta- 
physics, Aristotle went on to consider Thales’ view in some detail: 


FROM METAPHYSICS 
BY ARISTOTLE! 


Most of the first philosophers thought that principles in the form of matter were 
the only principles of all things. For they say that the element and first principle 
of the things that exist is that from which they all are and from which they first 
come into being and into which they are finally de- 
stroyed, its substance remaining and its properties 
There must be changing. . . . There must be some er daar one 
some nature — or more than one—from which the other things come 
either one or more into being, it being preserved. But as to the number 
than ane from and form of this sort of principle, they do not all agree. 
Thales, the founder of this kind of philosophy, says 
which the other that it is water (that is why he declares that the earth 
thin gs come into rests on water). He perhaps came to acquire this belief 
from seeing that the nourishment of everything is 
moist and that heat itself comes from this and lives 
by this (for that from which anything comes into being 
is its first principle)—he came to his belief both for this reason and because the 
seeds of everything have a moist nature, and water is the natural principle of moist 
things. 


being. 


So too, the commentator Simplicius suggested that “Thales was the first to introduce the 
study of nature to the Greeks.” His seemingly simple claim, that the world rests on water, 
was in fact one of the most remarkable claims of the ancient world, not because it is so 
implausible (as his own students pointed out to him) but because it was one of the first 
recorded attempts to describe “the way the world really is,” beyond all appearances and 


‘Reprinted by permission of the publishers and the Loeb Classical Library from Aristotle: Metaphysics, Vol- 
ume XVII, trans. H. Tredennick, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933. 
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day-to-day opinions. Accordingly, Thales’ theory marks the beginning of Western sci- 
ence as well as philosophy. He was the first Greek thinker to break with common sense 
and religion and offer a general theory about the ultimate nature of reality. In place of 
mythological accounts of nature and human behavior in terms of divine agencies (gods, 
goddesses, and spirits), he and other thinkers of the period provided explanations in 
terms of laws and abstract generalizations. Knowledge became an end in itself, one of 
the noblest pursuits of humanity. 


+ Do you consider Thales’ theory that the source of everything 
is water “childish”? How would you make his theory more 
plausible? 

+ Inwhat ways are contemporary physicists’ theories that sub- 
atomic particles are the basis of the physical world antici- 
pated by Thales? 


B. THE FIRST GREEK PHILOSOPHERS 


We are all aware that the way the world really is may not correspond to our everyday 
views of the world, the way it seems to be. For example, we casually talk of “sunrises” 
and “sunsets,” and surely it does seem as if the sun goes “up” and “down,” while we and 
our earth stay in place. It took several thousand years for people in general to recognize 
that, despite appearances, our earth actually moves around the sun. We now accept that 
without question, even if there is little in our everyday experience to support it. Simi- 
larly, consider the chair on which you are sitting: Does it seem to you that it is composed 
mostly of empty space and tiny electrically charged colorless particles whirling about at 
fantastic speeds? Of course not, but modern science has taught you that “solid” objects 
are indeed made up of just such spaces and particles. The world is not as it seems, and 
the beginnings of both philosophy and science were the first attempts of men and women 
to see beyond their “commonsense” views of things and try to find the reality behind 
them. 

Although the pre-Socratic Greeks were the first thinkers to call themselves “phi- 
losophers,” we can look back from our modern vantage point to many ancient traditions 
we might want to call “philosophical,” in the sense that they looked beyond ordinary ex- 
perience for an understanding of “reality.” The ancient philosophers did not have the ad- 
vantage of either our scientific sophistication or a long history of philosophical thinking 
to give them support. Yet, there were lots of new and profoundly thoughtful opinions of- 
fered by the ancients about reality, whatever the differences in the ways different 
thinkers from different places thought about the world. The first investigations into the 
ultimate nature of reality, among which we include Thales’ account, appeared in the 
middle of the first millennium B.C.E. Quite amazingly, several world-shattering views 
about reality appeared independently in different areas of the world during the same pe- 
riod. The twentieth-century philosopher Karl Jaspers described this as the “Axial Pe- 
riod” —the turning point of civilization. 
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FROM “THE ‘AXIAL PERIOD’” 
BY KARL JASPERS? 


It would seem that this axis of history is to be found in the period around 500 B.C.E., 
in the spiritual process that occurred between 800 and 200 B.C.E. It is there that we 
meet with the most deep-cut dividing line in history. Man, as we know him today, 
came into being. For short we may style this the “Axial Period.” 

The most extraordinary events are concentrated in this period. Confucius and 
Lao-Tzu were living in China, all the directions of Chinese philosophy came into 
being, including those of Mo-ti, Chuang-tse, Lieh-tsu, and a host of others; India 
produced the Upanishads and Buddha, and, like China, ran the whole gamut of 
philosophical possibilities down to skepticism, to materialism, sophism and ni- 
hilism; in Iran Zarathustra taught the challenging view of the world as a struggle 
between good and evil; in Palestine the prophets made their appearance, from Eli- 
jah, by way of Isaiah and Jeremiah, to Deutero-Isaiah; Greece witnessed the ap- 
pearance of Homer, of the philosophers—Parmenides, Heraclitus, and Plato—of 
the tragedians, of Thucydides, and of Archimedes. Everything that is merely inti- 
mated by these names developed during these few centuries almost simultaneously 
in China, India, and the Occident without any one of these knowing of the others. 

What is new about this age, in all three of these worlds, is that man becomes 
aware of Being as a whole, of himself and his limitations. He experiences the terri- 
ble nature of the world and his own impotence. He asks radical questions. Face to 
face with the void he strives for liberation and redemption. By consciously recog- 
nizing his limits he sets himself the highest goals. He experiences unconditionality 
in the depth of selfhood and in the clarity of transcendence. 


è In the seventh to sixth centuries B.C.E. (what Karl Jaspers 
calls the “Axial Period”), it seems that for the first time hu- 
mans become aware of themselves and their own limitations 
and begin to reflect on their place in the larger order of 
things. This happened around the globe. Why do you think 
this might be? 

+ What does it mean to become aware of ourselves and our 
own limitations and begin to reflect on our place in the larger 
order of things? Do you ever do this? Give an example. 
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What is this “Being”? What is the way the world really is? How do you answer that ques- 
tion? Very likely you will appeal to the authority of modern science, and that is probably 
a reasonable beginning. But you know that the “science” of one generation is seen as the 


2From Karl Jaspers, Basic Philosophical Writings—Selections, edited, translated, and with introductions by 


Edith Ehrlich, Leonard H. Ehrlich, and George B. Pepper. Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1986, pp. 
382-387 
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superstitions of another. (Once people believed that the earth was flat.) You have proba- 
bly, at least once in your school career, caught one of the “authorities’—perhaps a 
teacher, perhaps even a noted scientist—in a mistake. Can we simply accept what scien- 
tists tell us without question, any more than Descartes could accept the teachings of his 
teachers without question? Have you ever examined the evidence for the theory that the 
earth goes around the sun? If not, why should you believe it? Or, to take a very different 
example, scientists are generally agreed that some version of Darwin’s theory of evolu- 
tion is true. Does that mean that you have to believe it? Many people do not, because it 
seems to contradict the story of creation in the Bible. You have to decide which to believe. 
Even within science there are always disagreements and debates. There are different the- 
ories to answer the same questions, and you have to decide. Which are you to believe? 

Your view of reality is influenced by modern science but it is also influenced by 
twenty-five hundred years of philosophy, even if you’ve never studied it before. We can 
say, with some confidence, that we know much more about the world than the ancient 
philosophers. But we must not be too confident. Not only are there still many scientific 
problems unsolved, there are and always will be conflicting views of how we are to see 
our world in more general terms. How much faith should we have in religion? How 
much should we see the world as a world of people and how much as a world of physi- 
cal objects? How much should we accept “common sense” (which changes all the time) 
and how much should we indulge in scientific and philosophical speculation (which 
changes all the time also)? 


1. The Ionian Naturalists 


Thales’ approach was somewhat different from that of the thinkers of other early tradi- 
tions; he is rightly credited with being the first in the line of philosophers of which 
Socrates was the culmination (called the “pre-Socratics”). Thales’ answer, that ultimate 
reality is water, should not surprise nearly so much as the fact that he attempted such a 
theory at all. Indeed, we should be impressed by the fact that he even asked “What is the 
world really like?” because as far as we know, no one had attempted to ask such a ques- 
tion in such a way before him. 

Thales was not willing to accept the opinions and mythologies that had been handed 
down for generations. He insisted, instead, on observing the world for himself, on think- 
ing out his own answer, and on discussing it with his friends and neighbors, many of 
whom, no doubt, thought that he was slightly peculiar. (It is also said, however, that his 
cosmic speculations helped him to make a fortune in the olive oil business. No doubt his 
neighbors respected that.) 

Thales was the first of a group of philosophers—or rather, the first of several groups 
of philosophers—scattered around the various Greek islands and the coasts of Asia 
Minor, or Ionia, who lived in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E., just before the time of 
Socrates. Accordingly, they are called Ionians, one group of the pre-Socratics. Their 
opinions varied greatly. Among them they developed a wide range of systematic views 
of the universe and the ultimate nature of reality. Unlike Socrates and most later philoso- 
phers, they were not very concerned with questions of method. They went straight to the 
heart of the question, to the nature of the universe itself. As we shall see, some of them 
came strikingly close to our modern scientific conceptions. 
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The idea that everything was water did not satisfy Thales’ friends and students. They 
appreciated his attempt to find the “One Reality,” but they thought that it must be some- 
thing else. Thales’ first student, named Anaximander, argued against his teacher that 
some things, for example, the dry, dusty cliffs of Asia Minor, could not possibly be made 
of water, which was naturally wet and never dry. Anaximander was the first recorded stu- 
dent to talk back to his teacher (which in philosophy, unlike most other subjects, is con- 
sidered a virtue rather than a discourtesy). Thales had made the first gigantic step, re- 
jecting the “obvious” answers of common sense and trying to find out “the way the 
world really is.” But notice that Thales’ answer to that question still appeals to a com- 
monsense ingredient, water, which is so familiar to us. Thales’ defense of his thesis also 
depended on some very commonsensical claims: for example, the idea that if you dig 
deep enough into the earth, you will eventually hit water. 

Once Thales had made the break with common sense and said that the way the world 
really is need not be at all like the way it seems to us, it was no longer necessary to sup- 
pose that reality was anything like our experiences. Anaximander, consequently, argued 
that ultimate reality could not be composed of any of the then-known elements—earth, 
air, fire, or water—since these were each so different from the others. They might be 
mixed together, as when earth and water are mixed to make mud or clay, but it made no 
sense to suppose that any of them might really be made up of any of the others. So Anax- 
imander suggested that the ultimate nature of reality was something else—let us simply 
call it “primordial stuff”—that is not like anything we could ever experience. 

The word Anaximander actually used was the apeiron, which is sometimes translated 
as “the indefinite” or “the unlimited.” The apeiron, or “primordial stuff.” was a chaos or 
void, which yielded the variety of things in the world. This notion of “stuff” was a sec- 
ond major step in philosophy and science. Today, we feel comfortable with the idea that 
things are made of “stuff” (atoms and molecules) that we never experience in everyday 
life. But in the ancient world, this suggestion must have seemed extremely exciting. 

Anaximander’s student, Anaximenes, thought his teacher’s notion of “stuff” was too 
mysterious, but he also rejected Thales’ theory and replaced it with the idea that air is 
the basic “stuff.” Just as our soul, which is air, integrates us, so breath and air surround 
the whole cosmos. Air makes up the other elements and the various things of the world 
by becoming thicker and thinner. (Think of steam condensing to form water and then 
ice.) Anaximenes thus introduced the idea that changes in the quantity of basic elements 

can produce changes in quality as well—a key principle of modern science. 


+ How is Anaximander’s theory that “primordial stuff” is the 
ultimate reality an improvement on Thales’ theory? In what 
ways is it more problematic? 

+ To what extent must you reject “common sense” when trying 
to explain reality? What are the limitations to such specula- 
tion and theorizing? 


2. Monism, Materialism, and Immaterial “Stuff” 


The attempt to reduce all of the varied things in the world to one kind of thing as Thales 
and his students did with water, air, and apeiron, is called monism. It is the search for 
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ultimate reality, which might be very different from the appearance of everyday life, that 
has motivated philosophy and science for twenty-five hundred years. So the debate 
began: Was the world really made of water? Perhaps, thought Thales’ students, it is some 
other kind of “stuff?” Today, the debate continues: Is everything made up of matter, or 
energy, or matter-energy? Are there basic particles that cannot be reduced to anything 
else? Scientists once thought that atoms were such particles; then they discovered elec- 
trons, protons, and neutrons that made up atoms. Since then, they have discovered 
dozens of other particles, and today they are debating a mysterious particle called a 
quark, which physicists now think may provide the ultimate answer to Thales’ ancient 
question. But notice that all of these views are strictly physical. That is, they are con- 
cerned about basic questions of what we now call physics and chemistry, concerned 
about the material “stuff” of which all things are composed. This was true of Thales; and 
it is still true of modern “quark” theorists. Accordingly, the philosophies of all of these 
thinkers can be called materialism, the view that reality is ultimately composed of some 
kind of material “stuff.” (In this context, “materialism” does not mean concern about the 
material things in life—money, cars, jewelry, or getting a new garbage disposal every 
year.) 

If you think like a physical scientist, the idea that the universe is made up of some 
kind of material “stuff” sounds very plausible. In fact, you might wonder, what else 
could it be made of? Consider this: There are some things in the universe that could not 
plausibly be made of material “stuff.” For example, what about your thoughts and feel- 
ings? Are they simply bits of matter, or are they composed of some entirely different 
kind of “stuff,” perhaps some kind of mental or spiritual “stuff”? Some early philoso- 
phers, particularly to the east of Greece, claimed that reality was not made of just phys- 
ical elements, like water, air, or even the apeiron, but rather that reality was inherently 
spiritual. Many of these thinkers claimed that the primordial “stuff” was divine, or 
godly. We will see that in Greece as well, the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus was 
already groping for a conception of an immaterial “stuff,” something which was not ma- 
terial but rather spiritual or nonphysical. (“Immaterial,” in a philosophical context, does 
not mean, as it does in law, “irrelevant.”) 


3. Heraclitus 


Back in Greece, another pre-Socratic philosopher of the same period, named Heraclitus, 
quite independently defended the idea that fire was the fundamental “stuff” of reality. 
For Heraclitus, however, “fire” s emed to connote both the “natural element” it was for 
the Jonians and a “spiritual power.” Heraclitus’ philosophy was cryptically expressed, 
and his contemporaries and commentators did not understand him very well, calling him 
such things as “riddler.” Indeed, Heraclitus seems to have been a very cynical person, 
hardly interested in sharing his thoughts with others. Nonetheless, Heraclitus’ profound 
and provocative claims have been an inspiration to many philosophers since, especially 
during the nineteenth century. 

Although Heraclitus claimed tht everything in the world was a manifestation of fire, 
he did not understand fire as an eternal and unchanging origin. Quite the opposite; he 
claimed that everything that exists is fleeting and changeable. Fire was the element that 
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best explained, or at least represented, the constant flux which Heraclitus claimed un- 
derlay nature. “It is in changing that things find repose,” [23]? he stated, indicating that 
the only thing in the world which is constant is change. “You cannot step into the same 
river, for other waters are continually flowing on,” [21] he claimed. The fact that we refer 
to “the” river at all, however, shows that something is constant—the very change and 
flow itself. 

“This world that is the same for all,’ one fragment of his work reads, “. . . ever was 
and is and shall be ever-living fire that kindles in regular measures and goes out by reg- 
ular measures.” [B 30] This fire, or on the other hand, the fluxuating flow of the river, it- 
self seems to have measure, a rhythm, underlying it. Although the world never stops 
changing, the measure with which it does so can be understood. So, Heraclitus claimed, 
our ever-changing reality has a form that remains the same, which he called the Logos. 
The Logos is the deeper “nature” behind natural, changing things, but you cannot see it, 
or hear it, or touch it. Thus, “nature loves to hide” [17] beneath the constant flux of the 
ordinary world we perceive. 

Heraclitus’ doctrines were provocative, confusing, and sometimes maddening, as the 
following fragments indicate: 


m 


. Man’s character is his fate. 
2. Wisdom is one thing: to understand the logos by which all things are guided 
through all things. 
. The sun will not overstep his measures; if he does, the Erinyes [furies], the hand- 
maids of justice, will find him out. 
4. You cannot step twice into the same rivers; for fresh waters are ever flowing in 
upon you. 
5. The sea is the purest and the impurest water. Fish can drink it, and it is good for 
them; to men it is undrinkable and destructive. 
6. Good and ill are one. 
7. To God all things are fair and good and right, but men hold some things wrong 
and some right. 
8. We must know that war is common to all and strife is justice, and that all things 
come into being and pass away. 
9. The way up and the way down is one and the same. 


Ww 


+ How does Heraclitus’ view improve upon the materialism/ 
immaterialism debate? (How does Heraclitus bridge the 
materialism/immaterialism divide?) 

+ Why does fire seem to be the appropriate element for Hera- 
clitus? 

+ How can an ever-changing reality or “flux” have form (a 
logos)? 

+ What does Heraclitus mean that you can't step into the same 
river twice? 


This and the following fragments of Heraclitus were translated by John Burnet. 
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4. Democritus, Atoms, and Pluralism 


Not all materialists thought that there was only one ultimate component of reality. 
A number of philosophers appeared in the ancient world who believed in pluralism, 
that is, that more than one basic “stuff” made up the universe. The best known of the 
pluralists was Democritus, who suggested that the universe was made up of tiny bits 
of “stuff” that he called atoms. These combined together to form the many different 
things and qualities of the world. (The soul, he suggested, consists of smooth, round, 
unusually mobile atoms, disposed throughout the body.) Other pluralists stressed 
the idea that these different bits of “stuff” were very different in kind as well, so that 
the bits of “stuff” that composed water, for example, would be very different from 
that which composed fire. You can appreciate how modern these concepts are, given 
our current ideas in chemistry and physics. These ancient Greek issues and answers 
have not become obsolete; they have changed and become more refined. Some have 
been more in favor at one time and others at other times. But they are still very much 
with us. 


è Is Democritus’ “atomic” view appealing just because it 
seems to anticipate modern physics? What are its merits in 
its own terms? 

+ What, if anything, is problematic about the claim that reality 
is made of individual “atoms”? 


5. Animism 


These ancient attempts to find out the way the world really is should not be thought of 
as clumsy attempts to find out the things that modern scientists now know. All the theo- 
ries of “stuff” were indeed the precursors of modern physics and chemistry. But you can 
already see that these philosophers were also concerned with what we would call the 
mental and the spiritual aspects of the world. Even the most materialistic among them, 
for example, Thales, did not believe that the basic matter of the universe was cold and 
lifeless “stuff.” All of these philosophers believed that the universe itself, as well as 
everything in it, was alive in at least some limited way. That is, they all believed in ani- 
mism, the doctrine that everything, volcanoes and stones as well as elephants and 
flowers, are living things. Furthermore, animism has not disappeared because of the ad- 
vances of science, though in certain periods (like our own) it has been treated less fa- 
vorably than in others. But even in the nineteenth century, when physics and chemistry 
were making some of their most spectacular advances, animism was an extremely pop- 
ular doctrine, even among scientists. A great many people today still accept a modified 
version of it. So don’t think that the problems discussed by these ancient philosophers 
have been solved by science or simply gone away. The place of mind and spirit in a 
world of matter and energy is still among our basic problems. The ancient search for the 
way the world really is is still very much with us. 


è How is animism still alive today? 
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6. Pythagoras 


Another Greek pre-Socratic philosopher, Pythagoras, also attempted to defend a view 
of the world that did not depend upon the usual kinds of material “stuff.” He believed, 
however, that numbers were the real nature of things, and he taught his students to wor- 
ship the mathematical order of the universe. He was particularly inspired by new Greek 
discoveries in music and harmony, and he saw the universe itself as a grand harmony. 
(The term “the music of the spheres” was part of his teachings.) Unlike the other pre- 
Socratic Greek philosophers we have met, Pythagoras was much more of a religious 
figure. He was a mystic and the leader of a powerful underground cult that believed in 
reincarnation and the immortality of the soul which he understood as that part of man 
which is capable of abstract thought, such as mathematics. In accordance with his reli- 
gion, he gave the mind and the soul a much more prominent place in his view of the 
world than did other pre-Socratic philosophers. 

Despite the sometimes mysterious views of Pythagoras and his cult, he is still recog- 
nized as one of the most important thinkers of the ancient world. With Heraclitus, he was 
one of the first Greeks to defend a view of reality that depended more on logic and 
thought than purely material “stuff.” (The “Pythagorean theorem” that students learn in 
high school is named after him.) It was his discovery and proof. 


+e How is modern science still very much in the spirit of 
Pythagoras? Why is it necessary, in studying physics or en- 
gineering, to know a lot of math? 


7. The Appearance/Reality Distinction 


All of the thinkers we have considered so far, whatever their differing views and outlooks, 
have espoused an underlying reality that is different from the way the world appears in 
one’s ordinary experiences. Many, as you will recall, claimed that this underlying reality 
was One: others claimed that it was diverse and changing. In Greece, the profound dis- 
crepancy between the way the world seems and the way it really must be grew wider 
and wider. The problem has come to be called, not surprisingly, the “appearance/reality 
distinction.” 

For Thales, water was the eternal and unchanging element, although the forms it took 
might be very different and change constantly. For Democritus, atoms were unchanging 
and indestructible, although the things they combined to compose might change and be 
destroyed. 

Heraclitus’ Logos and Pythagoras’ notion of the immortal “soul” were right on the 
edge of an investigation into how the world can be both one and many, both changing 
and stable. Because he believed that the nature of reality was fire-like, Heraclitus appre- 
ciated the importance of change, as in the flickering of a flame. But he insisted that the 
logos, or logic, underlay the constant changes in the world. We shall see that the pre- 
supposition that reality cannot change, however much things seem to change, will re- 
main one of the most important beliefs in Western culture. (In Christianity, for example, 
the eternal and unchanging nature of God and the human soul are built upon the same 

philosophical foundation.) 
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None of the early thinkers, however, offered an explanation as to why the world 
should appear so differently to people than their philosophical investigations led them to 
believe it really was. Nor did these thinkers present any convincing argument that this 
should be so. The conflict finally came to a head, and the argument was finally offered. 
The philosopher who brought it out most clearly was a pre-Socratic Greek, Parmenides. 


8. Parmenides 


Parmenides was an accomplished mathematician who thought far more of the eternal 
certainties of arithmetic than he did the transient things of everyday experience. He, too, 
was a monist and believed in a single reality, “the One.” Because he shared the assump- 
tion that reality must be eternal and unchanging, he came to an astonishing conclusion: 
This world, the world of our experience, cannot be real! Our world is constantly chang- 
ing: Objects are created and destroyed; organisms live and die; people grow old, change 
their appearance, and move from place to place. So this world, with all its changes, could 
not be the real world, nor could we ever know the real world, since we are as inconstant 
and changing as the other things of our experience. We are, at best, living in a kind of il- 
lusion, not in reality at all! 

Parmenides gave us what is sometimes postulated to be the first full-scale philosoph- 
ical argument. 


FROM FRAGMENTS 
BY PARMENIDES4 


(The goddess addresses the young philosopher) Come, I will tell you—and you, 
take the story when you have heard it—about the only routes there are for seeking 
to know: One says is and that there is no not being; this 
is the path of Persuasion (for she goes the way of 


It is right that Truth). The other says is not, and that not being is 

what is for saying right. This I point out to you is an utterly ignorant foot- 

and knowing way. For you could not either get to know that which is 
not (for it is not attainable) or point to it. 

should be, for . . . because the same thing is for knowing (or 

it can be; but “thinking about”) that is for being. 

nothing can It is right that what is for saying and knowing 
should be, for it can be; but nothing can not be. 

not be. ... what is is unborn and imperishable, a whole of a 


single kind, unshakable and not incomplete. It neither 
was nor will be, because it is now, all of it together, one cohesive. For what birth 
will you seek for it? From what would it have grown? I will not let you say or think 
that it came from what is not. For “is not” cannot be said or thought. 


4Parmenides, Fragments (B2; B3; B6, 11 1-2; B8, 11 3-9), trans. Paul Woodruff. 
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The argument is: What really is cannot have come to be, for there is nothing outside 
of reality (what really is) that could have been its source. It is an argument that is the 
source of much of Western metaphysics. Naturally, no two scholars agree about what it 
means. But all agree on the main point: that philosophers should be interested only in 
what is in the fullest sense, and not in what is not, or in what sometimes is and some- 
times is not. This means that philosophers should not be interested in anything that 
changes. The weather in Austin is cold one day, and not cold the next. Because it some- 
times is not cold, it is not a proper subject for the pure philosopher. What is, according 
to Parmenides, is unchanging and eternal. 

A simple way to understand the root of this argument is this: We cannot put non- 
existent apples in a sack or nonexistent dollars in our wallet. By the same token, Par- 
menides assumes, we cannot put things that do not exist in our mind; we can only truly 
think about or know things that are. Moreover, only one kind of thought really contains 
knowledge of the thing we are thinking about. Suppose we are thinking about beer. It is 
no use thinking about all the things beer is not—like wine and orange juice. Really 
thinking about beer is thinking about what beer really is. 

Since thinking about change involves thinking about things that are not always the 
same, it involves thinking, in a sense, about things that are not (as the weather is not cold 
today). But this, according to the Parmenides assumption, is impossible: We can only 
think about what is. 

Since Thales, the main achievement of philosophy had been to break away from com- 
mon sense and ordinary experience in order to find out the way the world really is. But 
now we can see how far away from common sense and ordinary experience this break- 
ing away can lead us. In Parmenides’ philosophy, if the results of his logic are incom- 
patible with common sense and ordinary experience, so much the worse for common 
sense and ordinary experience. The followers of Parmenides, particularly the mathe- 
matician Zeno of Elea, carried these bizarre conclusions even further. Zeno argued, by 
means of a series of famous paradoxes, that all motion and change is nothing but an 
illusion. 


+ How do you understand the claim that what is cannot have 
come to be? 

+ Is it helpful when explaining what something is to explain 
what it is not? Is it necessary? 


9. The Sophists 


The following generation of philosophers, who called themselves sophists (who have 
ever since given “sophistry” a bad name because of their rhetorical debating tricks), went 
even further. They argued that there is no reality, and even if there were, we couldn’t know 
anything about it anyway. (So argued the sophist Gorgias.) The teaching of Protagoras, 
another sophist, is still well known today; he said, “Man is the measure of all things,” 
which means that there is no reality except for what we take to be reality. We shall later 
see that the sophists, despite their bad reputation, anticipated many of the most important 
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philosophical concerns of the twentieth century. In particular, they stressed practical 
questions rather than abstract questions, and thus anticipated our own American prag- 
matists. In suggesting that truth is relative to people, they anticipated the much-disputed 
question of relativism, the idea that truth might be different at different times for differ- 
ent people. Wandering around the countryside, giving lessons in debating and rhetoric, 
the sophists used the accomplishments of the earlier philosophers to ridicule philosophy 
and make fools of practically everyone. That is, until they met Socrates, whose arguments 
against them changed the course of philosophy and Western thought in general. 


+ How do you understand the claim that “man is the measure 
of all things”? What does this mean? 


10. Metaphysics 


These various theories about the way the world really is have a proper name. They are 
called metaphysical doctrines, and the attempt to develop such doctrines, in which we 
have been taking part for these past pages, is called metaphysics. The business of meta- 
physics is to ask and attempt to answer the most basic questions about the universe, its 
composition and the “stuff” of which it is composed, the rule of man and mind, and the 
nature of the immaterial aspects of the universe as well as its physical nature. But now 
that we are about to discuss metaphysics in its maturity, with Plato and Aristotle, let us 
also give “stuff” its proper name. It is called (first by Aristotle) substance. Accordingly, 
metaphysics, the study of “the way the world really is,” begins with the answers to a se- 
ries of questions about substance and how it is manifested in particular things (such as 
people and trees). 


1. How many substances are there? (Monism versus pluralism.) 

2. What are they? (Water, air, fire, numbers, something unknown, minds, spirit, 
atoms?) 

3. How are individual things composed? (And how do we tell them apart, identify 
them, reidentify them?) 

4. How do different things and (if there is more than one) different substances in- 
teract? 

5. How did substance come into being? (Created by God? Or has it always been 
there?) 

6. Are substances “in” space and time? Are space and time substances? (If not, 
what are they?) 


The first four questions are usually referred to as ontology, the study of being 
as such. The last questions are referred to as cosmology, the study of the universe. (For 
the pre-Socratics, these were the same.) Cosmological questions are necessarily shared 
between philosophers, physicists, and astronomers, and it is impossible for us to give 
them more than a cursory review within a strictly philosophical book. Ontology, on the 
other hand, is still considered by many philosophers to be the heart of metaphysics. 
Therefore, the rest of this chapter will be primarily concerned with ontology. 
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(Ontology and cosmology are not all there is to metaphysics. A further set of prob- 
lems must be singled out because it is of particular personal importance to us. [The di- 
vision follows that of the great German metaphysician Immanuel Kant, whom we shall 
meet in later chapters.] Kant summarized this second set of problems with the abbrevi- 
ation “God, Freedom, and Immorality,” problems that “the human mind will never give 
up.” The existence of God is both an ontological problem [God has been identified as the 
“substance of the universe”) and a cosmological problem [God as creator; God as eter- 
nal]. But the existence and nature of God quite obviously deserve separate study, how- 
ever intricately bound up they may be with other ontological and cosmological prob- 
lems. [We shall provide this separate study in Chapter 2.] The problem of the existence 
of the human soul is often tied to religious questions, particularly in the Christian tradi- 
tion [which is the context Kant intended]. But it is more than this: We shall see how Plato 
used the concept of an immortal soul to explain our ability to know eternal truths. In a 
more secular and transient context, there is the metaphysical problem of the relationship 
between mind and body [Chapter 6]. Finally, the question of metaphysical freedom [the 
only one of these questions not deeply considered by any of the Greek philosophers] 
needs to be examined in detail before we can move on to any more “practical” questions 
involving human action [Chapter 9].) 


+ How would a materialist understand thoughts and feelings, 
which seem immaterial? How would a materialist under- 
stand numbers (not numerals)? 

+ Why have philosophers and scientists tried so hard to find the 
basic “stuff” of the universe? Why not just say “everything 
is what it is and is not another thing”? 


D. ULTIMATE REALITY IN THE EAST: 
INDIA, PERSIA, AND CHINA 


1. Reality as Spirit: The Upanishads 


While the Ionian Naturalists were pursuing their protoscientific inquiries in Greece, 
sages in India were developing their own doctrines about the nature of reality which 
were essentially religious. The earliest articulation of the concept of God as reality ap- 
pears in the ancient Indian Vedic literature, especially in the appendages called Upa- 
nishads, “secret doctrines,” from which later Eastern religious and spiritual notions 
emerged. In addition to the innumerable sects and divisions of religious belief and prac- 
tice traditionally termed Hindu or Buddhist, other Indic religions such as Jainism and 
Sikhism also owe a conceptual debt to the early Upanishads. 

A passage from one of the oldest Upanishads (ca. 800 B.C.E.) relates to the spiritual 
aspiration that sets the tone for much Upanishadic teaching (whom or what is invoked 
in this passage is not clear): 
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FROM UPANISHADS® 


| From non-being (asat) to true being (sat) lead me. 
| From darkness to light lead me. 
From death to immortality lead me. 


The “seeking” expressed in the early Upanishads centers on “Brahman,” considered 
the ultimate secret both of ourselves and of the universe. The Upanishadic notion of 
Brahman is a seeking of a Unity underlying all individual selves and things. So, too, the 
“Emptiness” and absolutist notions of much of Buddhist thought are concerned with 
“the One,” this underlying unity. Buddhism’s view of the supremely real as “Emptiness” 
or “Openness” is discussed in the following two ancient passages: 


An ocean, a single seer without duality becomes he whose world [of vision] is 
brahman. This is his supreme attainment. This is his highest fulfillment. This is his 
best world. This is his supreme bliss, Other creatures subsist on a small bit of this 
bliss. 


This “Absolute” is considered to have a peculiar “logic,” or “nature,” unlike that of 
everyday, finite, physical things. It is important not to think of Buddhist “Emptiness” as 
merely nothing, the absence of all things. Paradoxically, it is rather a “fullness,” but un- 
like anything in our ordinary experience. 


Not moving the One is swifter than the mind. The 
s gods do not reach That running [always] before. . . . 
He who cap bai That moves; That moves not. It is far, and It is near. It 
ences all things is within all this; It indeed is outside all this. He who 
in the Self and the experiences all things in the Self and the Self in all 
. ° things thereupon does not fear. 

Self in all things Om. That is the Full. This is the Full. From the Full, 
... does not fear. the Full proceeds. Taking away the Full of the Full, it is 

just the Full that remains. 


Indian conceptions of reality often invoke doctrines that are called “pantheism,” an 
identification of God and Nature. Whether the following passage illustrates pantheism 
or not, it reveals a doctrine of divine immanence, of divine indwelling in all things. It 
also suggests an Inner Controller who is thought to be “other” than the things, and 
selves, in which it indwells. 


Who standing in the earth is other than the earth, whom the earth knows not, whose 
body the earth is, who within controls the earth, that is this, the Self, the Inner Con- 
troller, the Immortal. Who standing in the waters is other than the waters, whom the 


‘These five passages are taken from Brhaddranyaka 1.3.28, Brhadaranyaka 4.3.32, Isa Upanisad 4-6, 
Brhadaranyaka 5.1.1, Brhaddranyaka 3.7.3—3.7.23 passim. Chdndogya 6.11, and Katha 1.2527, 2.11-12, 
and 2.20—23. Unless noted otherwise, all passages were translated by Stephen Phillips. 
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waters know not, whose body the waters are, that is this, the Self, the Inner Con- 
troller. . . . Who standing in the wind is other than the wind, whom the wind knows 
not, whose body the wind is, who within controls the wind, that is this, the Self, the 
Inner Controller, the Immortal. . . . Who standing in all beings is other than all be- 
ings, whom all beings know not, whose body all beings are, that is this, the Self, the 
Inner Controller, the Immortal. . . . Who standing in the eye is other than the eye, 
whom the eye knows not, whose body the eye is, who within controls the eye, that 
is this, the Self, the Inner Controller, the Immortal. Who standing in the ear is other 
than the ear, whom the ear knows not, whose body the ear is, that is this, the Self, 
the Inner Controller, the Immortal. . .. Who standing in the understanding is other 
than the understanding, whom the understanding knows not, whose body the under- 
standing is, who within controls the understanding, that is this, the Self, the Inner 
Controller, the Immortal. . . . Who standing in the seed of generation is other than 
the seed of generation, whom the seed of generation knows not, whose body the 
seed of generation is, that is this, the Self, the Inner Controller, the Immortal. Un- 
seen, the seer, unheard, the hearer, unthought, the thinker, unknown, the knower; 
there is no other seer than this, no other hearer than this, no other thinker than this, 
no other knower than this. That is this, the Self, the Inner Controller, the Immortal; 
valueless is anything other. 


The passage above—one that is quoted repeatedly over centuries of commen- 
tary and discussion—illustrates a “spiritually monist” view that has enjoyed substantial 
prominence in India, a view that finds the “self” (or atmdn) as the key to life and real- 
ity. Clearly the “self” referred to here is not the individual, personal self. It is rather the 
“self” of all reality, an all-encompassing spirit that includes us all. Indian spiritualism in 
the Upanishads recognizes the small worth of worldly desires and attachments in the 
light of inevitable death and the possibility of an extraordinary knowledge, or experi- 
ence, that can carry us beyond this great fear. 


“Were someone to hack the root of this large tree, dear child, it would bleed but 
live; were someone to hack its trunk, it would bleed but live; were someone to hack 
its tops, it would bleed but live. Pervaded by the living self (atmd), it stands contin- 
ually drinking and exulting. If life were to leave one branch, then that branch would 
dry up; if a second, then that would dry up; a third, then that would dry up; if the 
whole, then the whole would dry up. Just in this way indeed, dear child,” he [Sve- 
taketu’s teacher] said, “understand: this endowed most surely with life dies; life 
does not die. That which is this, this is the most subtle, everything here has that as 
its soul (dtmd). That is the reality; that is the self (dtmd); you are that O Svetaketu.” 
“Please, sir, instruct me even further.” “Alright, dear one,” he said. . . . 

[Yama, “Death”:] “Whatever desires, (even) the most difficult to win in the 
world of mortals, have them all at your demand, Delightful females with chariots, 
with music—none like these may be won by mortal men—be entertained by them, 
O Naciketas, given by me. Do not inquire into dying.” [Naciketas:] Existing only 
until tomorrow are such desires of a mortal, and, O Bringer-of-the-end, they wear 
away the splendor and vigor of every sense and power one has. Even all that is alive 
is of small worth indeed. Yours alone are the chariots; yours the dancing and the 
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singing. A person is not to be satisfied with wealth. Are we to have wealth once we 
have seen you? But the boon that I wish to choose is this (answer this question): 
“Will we continue to exist while you rule?’” . . . [Death:] Having seen in your 
grasp, O Naciketas, the fulfillment of desire and the foundation of the world and an 
infinity of power, of self-will, and the safe shore of fearlessness, and great fame 
sung far and wide, you wisely let it all go. A person who is wise and steadfast, dis- 
cerning the God through spiritual discipline and study—the one that is difficult to 
experience, who has plunged deep into the hidden and is established in the secret 
place, standing in the cavern, the ancient—leaves joy and sorrow behind. . . . Sub- 
tler than the subtle, grander than the grand, the self is set in the secret heart of the 
creature. One who is without self-will experiences this (and becomes) free of sor- 
row; through his clearness and purity towards material things [or, “through the 
grace of the Creator” 6], one experiences the self’s greatness and breadth. Seated he 
travels far; lying down he goes everywhere. Who other than I is fit to know this 
God, the one that has both maddening pleasure and freedom from maddening plea- 
sure? The wise person, recognizing the bodiless in bodies, the settled in things un- 
settled, the great and pervasive self (dtmda), does not grieve nor suffer. This the self 
is not to be won by eloquent instruction, nor by intelligence, nor by much study. 
Just that person whom this chooses, by such a person is this to be won; to such a 
person this the self reveals, uncovers its very own form and body. 


+ How can “Emptiness” or nothing be “Fullness” or “One- 
ness”? Does this make sense to you? 

+ How do you understand the idea of a “Self” that is different 
from things, but nonetheless inhabits all things and is un- 
known? 

+ Do you think the inevitability of death diminishes or aug- 
ments the worth of worldly goods? 


2. Reality, Good, and Evil: Zarathustra 


Greek materialism conceived of a world that was morally neutral (even if, as Thales said, 
“all things are filled with gods”). Not all early thinkers conceived of reality that way. In 
the sixth century B.C.E., a Persian reformer named Zarathustra broke away from the 
Indic peoples who were the progenitors of the Upanishads. He preached a monotheism 
over and against the early Indian polytheism. Zarathustra claimed that his god—called 
Ahura Mazda—was not just spiritual or divine nature, but a creator, the one origin of 
all that existed. Ahura Mazda was a personal and all-good god, who created all natural 
things. Thus, Zarathustra and the religion he began (called Zoroastrianism) was ex- 
tremely influential on the later monotheistic religions of Christianity, Judaism, and 
Islam. 

Zarathustra was the first to recognize and formulate a doctrine regarding the existence 
and origin of good and evil in the universe. Ahura Mazda, the One Lord, created first 


6The Sanskrit text is ambiguous between these two meanings; the first suggests Buddhist doctrines, and the 
alternative suggests Hindu theism. 
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among all things two twin spirits, lower sorts of divinities. The character of the first, 
called Spenta Mainyush, drew him and everything that followed him to goodness and 
good acts. The character of the other, called Angra Mainyush, led him and everything 
in his service to do evil. The twins are described in this passage from the Gathas (the 
original portion of the Zend-Avesta, the scripture of Zoroastrianism). 


FROM ZEND-AVESTA’ 


Thus are the primeval spirits who as a pair (combining their opposite strivings), and 
(yet each) independent in his action, have been famed (of old). (They are) a better 
thing, they two, and a worse, as to thought, word, and as to deed. And between 
these two let the wisely acting choose right. ( Yasna, XLV: 2) 


Although Angra Mainyush and Spenta Mainyush are born with natural tendencies 
toward evil and good, respectively, they choose quite freely to express it in action. 
Thus, while Ahura Mazda is responsible for the creation of everything, Angra Mainyush 
is responsible for unleashing evil, whose forms are deceit, destructiveness, and death. 
The natural world, according to Zoroastrianism, is set against itself like two armies, in 
an eternal battle between good and evil. Everything that exists freely chooses its alliance 
in accordance with its tendencies. Human beings, however, are free and conscious 
decision makers, and so have more choice about their moral alliances than do other 
creatures, 

It followed that all natural entities were things either to be worshiped or reviled. Fire, 
which represented the “Beneficient Immortal” spirit, Asha or “Righteousness,” was es- 
pecially to be worshiped, as the best of the “good creation.” In fact, in their own time, 
Zoroastrians were referred to as “fire worshipers.” 

In the following passage, also from the Gathas, Ahura Mazda despairs for his cre- 
ation, should Asha find no good guardian for it. 


Upon this the creator of the Kine (the holy herds) asked of Righteousness: How 
(was) thy guardian for the Kine (appointed) by thee when, as having power (over all 
her fate), ye made her? . .. Whom did ye select as her (life's) master who might 
hurl back the fury of the wicked? 

Asha: . . . (Great was our perplexity); a chieftain who was capable of smiting 
back (their fury), and who was himself without hate (was not to be obtained by us). 


Zarathustra freely takes initiative on behalf of the herd. Recognizing his worthiness, 
God names Zarathustra its guardian. Zarathustra, then, takes a profoundly spiritual per- 
spective on the question of the underlying nature of reality. 

Although Zoroastrianism originally had no full-blown notion of “immaterial stuff,” 
or thought, as the essential nature of reality, Zarathustra’s Ahura Mazda is an immortal, 


7All passages from the Yasna are taken from the Zend-Avesta, Part II, trans. L. H. Mills; part of the series, 
The Sacred Books of the East, ed. F. Max Muller, Westport, CT; Greenwood Press, 1972 (Oxford, 1887). All 
passages from the Yashts are taken from the Zend-Avesta, Part Il, trans. James Darmesteter; part of the series, 
The Sacred Books of the East, ed. F. Max Muller, Motilal Banarsidass: Delhi, 1965 (Oxford, 1883). 
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conscious entity that creates from thought, and it is the human’s ability to think, ac- 
cording to Zarathustra, that gives humankind its unique moral capacity. In addition, 
Zoroastrianism had a notion of eternity—of which our time here on earth is only a 
part. At the end of our time, so it was claimed, the evil creation would be eternally 
vanquished. 


+ How do you think that Zarathustra influences the monotheis- 
tic religions of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam? 


3. Confucius 


In its earlier form in China, philosophy was not so concerned with the questions we have 
called “protoscientific” but rather with human beings, human relationships, and human 
actions. One Chinese thinker of the sixth century B.C.E., Confucius, insisted that think- 
ing is our fundamental nature. He was concerned essentially for the human good, which 
he described as “gentlemanly,” and he and his followers set the forms for Chinese soci- 
ety for millennia afterward. Confucian metaphysics, unlike the ontologies of the West, 
was primarily concerned with people. 

Confucius and his followers claimed that human beings were divided within them- 
selves—that the muddle of human passions, ambitions, and confused loyalties distracted 
people from their moral duty. Through conscious and attentive adherence to propriety, 
they claimed, human beings could overcome their “personal selves” and their desires 
and achieve a goodness that was “impersonal.” This impersonal life—the life of propri- 
ety—however, was a person’s more “real” way of living. Through thinking, a person 
gained a sense of “self” as a Good Man. To “think,” in the Confucian sense, was to be- 
come a different, better, person; and Confucius believed that few if any men were capa- 
ble of such profound thought, as these passages from The Analects (Confucius’ collected 
sayings) attest: 


FROM THE ANALECTS 
BY CONFUCIUS! 


The Master [Confucius] said, [in response to the saying] “He who thinks but does 
not learn, is in grave danger.” (X1:5) 


The Master said, I have never yet seen anyone whose 


“ee 

He who learns, desire to build up his moral power was as strong as 
but does not think, sexual desire. (IX: 17) 
is lost.” The Master said, I have never yet seen a man who was 


truly steadfast. Someone answered, ‘Shen Ch’eng’. 
The Master said, Ch’eng! He is at the mercy of his desires. How can he be called 
steadfast? (V:10) 


*Confucius, The Analects of Confucius, translated and annotated by Arthur Waley, New York: Vintage, 1938. 
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Confucian “thinking” was a form of attention, in which the Good Man fixed upon his 
“inner self.” Thus, the thinking of the “gentleman” did not so much involve contempla- 
tion as unerring attention to duty, where “duty” was understood essentially as social pro- 
priety. The Confucian “doctrine of the mean” directed that the “gentleman” always avoid 
extremity. “Moderation in all things” was the way of propriety. Thus, Confucius’ dicta 
were often concerned with delineating proper dress, proper diet, proper manner, proper 
government, and proper respect for the examples set by the “Good Men” of past ages. 
This inner truth, attention to which led one always to act with propriety, was called the 
“Way” (or Tao) of Goodness. 


Wealth and rank are what every man desires; but if they can only be retained to the 
detriment of the Way he possesses, he must relinquish them. . . . The gentleman 
who ever parts company with goodness does not fulfill that name. Never for a mo- 
ment does a gentleman quit the way of Goodness. (IV:5) 


For Confucius, harmony represented not only the unity that could be achieved in 
music, but also that between the inner person and his exterior self, which was distracted 
by so many concerns between the self and society and within society as such. For Con- 
fucius, propriety and singleness of spirit were practical, not merely contemplative, ac- 
tivities; but they pointed, at least in the realm of human affairs, to a path between one- 
ness and dispersion, inner reality and exterior appearance. 


[B]oth small matters and great depend upon it [harmony]. If things go amiss, he 
who knows the harmony will be able to attune them. But if harmony itself is not 
modulated by ritual, things will go amiss. (I: 12) 


+ Do you think our passions and ambitions distract us from our 
moral duty? Is this always so? 

e What is your “personal self”? How does Confucius think 
that it can be overcome? 

+ Why is etiquette or acting in socially appropriate ways im- 
portant? 


4. Lao-Tzu, or the Poets of the Tao Te Ching 


In China during Confucius’ own lifetime, or so the story goes, a religious mystic named 
Lao-Tzu espoused a doctrine that rebelled against the powerful Chinese dynasty and the 
ancient heroes whom Confucius revered. This radical doctrine, which developed into the 
religion Taoism, also rejected the Confucian faith in ritual, or the exterior expression of 
moral goodness. More likely, the poems attributed to Lao-Tzu, called the poems of the 
Tao Te Ching (or “Way of Life”), were composed by several authors who shared Con- 
fucius’ frustration with unethical behavior and political corruption, but responded in a 
radically different way. They were mystic recluses who claimed that there was a nature 
of reality, called the Tao, or “Way,” which they understood quite differently from Con- 
fucius. They claimed that the Zao could not be taught or understood through discourse 
or rules, nor mimicked through the constancy of gentlemanly conduct. Rather, they 
claimed, the Tao could be known only through direct acquaintance with it. The seeker 
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after the Tao could only be prepared for its revelation to him through meditation—not 
ever through ritual. Thus, the poets of the Tao Te Ching shared Confucius’ primarily 
practical and moral focus, including the impersonality of goodness. They believed, how- 
ever, that “impersonal goodness” could be neither sought nor expressed in any visible, 
speakable, observable way. They claimed the Tao was “ineffable” and could not be 
known through words or thought. 


FROM TAO TE CHING 
BY LAO-TZU® 


Existence is beyond the power of words 
To define: 

Terms may be used 

But are none of them absolute. 


When people lost sight of the way to live 
Came codes of love and harmony, 
Learning came, charity came, 

Hypocrisy took charge; . . . 


Thus, these mystics were monists. They believed that the nature of reality is one, and 
that this One is, in a sense, living or conscious. But they did not go the way of the sci- 
entific and animistic doctrines of Greece. The poets of the Tao Te Ching claimed that the 
One, living reality, is fully beyond the visible, sensible world of our ordinary experience. 
It was certainly not one of the physical elements, nor could it be known by way of the 
rules set down by our ancestors. 


What we look for beyond seeing 
And call the unseen 

Listen for beyond hearing, 

And call the unheard, 

Grasp for beyond reaching 

And call the withheld, 

Merge beyond understanding 

In a oneness. . . . 


Knowledge studies others, 
Wisdom is self-known; . . . 


A realm is governed by ordinary acts, 
A battle is governed by extraordinary acts, 
The world is governed by no acts at all. 


+ How can one follow or seek the Tao if it is beyond descrip- 
tion? How can one act without acting? 


°From Lao-Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. J. H. McDonald, 1996 (for the public domain). 
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5. Buddha 


Buddhism’s historical founder, Siddhartha Gautama of the Sakya clan, was born a 
prince in India (or perhaps what is now southern Nepal) near the year 560 B.C.E. The 
Buddha (the Sanskrit term buddha means literally “the awakened one”) did not write 
anything himself. Records of his teachings and sermons apparently were kept by his 
disciples. 

Through the centuries—first in India and then in almost every Asian country east of 
India—Buddhist doctrines and practices evolved; in each culture and epoch in which 
Buddhism prospered, local customs and indigenous religious beliefs were assimilated, 
giving the religion everywhere a unique form and expression. 

As a young prince, the Buddha-to-be led a life of pleasure and enjoyment. His father, 
fearing the prophecy that his son would become a religious mendicant, tried to protect 
him from the sight of anything unpleasant or evil. However, one day the young prince 
journeyed some distance from the royal enclave and encountered first a diseased person, 
then a wrinkled and decrepit old man, and then a corpse. Inquiring about each of these 
and being told that all persons are subject to such infirmities, the prince renounced his 
life of enjoyments and vowed to search tirelessly for the origin and cause of these 
evils—and for the power to root them up. Buddha’s experience of enlightenment did not 
occur immediately, however; he had to try various paths before arriving at the “Middle 
Way,” a way of life he later proclaimed to his disciples. Eventually, after a long ordeal 
of meditation under a Bodhi tree, Buddha achieved the summum bonum, “nibbana” (the 
Sanskrit “nirvdna’’), an extinction of evil at its roots. The remainder of his life, Buddha 
spent traveling and preaching—helping others to reach this supreme good and develop- 
ing a picture of reality to support this conception. 

Among the most important of Buddha’s teachings are the Four Noble Truths: 


1. All is suffering (and transitory). 

2. The root of suffering is desire, attachment, and personal clinging. 

3. There is a way to eliminate desire, and thereby eliminate suffering, namely nib- 
bana. 

4. The way to this supreme good is The Eightfold Noble Path: right thought, right 
resolve, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindful- 
ness, and right concentration or meditation. 


The Buddhist vision of the universe was, in one sense, much like Parmenides’, in that 
the world as we know it must be understood as illusion. But, like the Hindus of the Up- 
anishads, the underlying reality was One, except that the Buddhists called this “empti- 
ness” or “nothingness.” Also like the Hindus, the Buddha proclaimed the “wheel of be- 
coming,” which shows the connectedness between life, craving, rebirth (rebirth seems 
never to have been doubted by the Buddha), and the causal interdependence of all things, 
their insubstantiality, and similarly the insubstantiality of the self or soul—there is “no 
soul” according to the Buddha.!° Although each of these doctrines and others received 


10Some of these doctrines clearly have forerunners in the Upanishads; it is noteworthy that the Buddha 
upholds certain lines of continuity between his and previous spiritual perceptors’ teachings. Others are 
distinctively Buddhist, in particular the “insubstantiality” doctrines. 
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much thought and elaboration in later years, it is the practice-doctrines’ emphases on 
meditation and compassion that underpin the main themes of the Buddha. What follows 
is one of the most famous of the many hundreds of sermons and discourses attributed to 
the Buddha. 


FROM “FIRE-SERMON” 
ATTRIBUTED TO BUDDHA!!! 


And there The Blessed One addressed the priests: 

“All things, O priests, are on fire. And what, O priests, are all these things which 
are on fire’? 

“The eye, O priests, is on fire; forms are on fire; eye-consciousness is on fire; 
impressions received by the eye are on fire; and whatever sensation, pleasant, un- 
pleasant, or indifferent, originates in dependence on impressions received by the 
eye, that also is on fire. 

“And with what are these on fire? 

“With the fire of passion, say I, with the fire of hatred, with the fire of infatua- 
tion; with birth, old age, death, sorrow, lamentation, misery, grief, and despair are 
they on fire. 

“The ear is on fire; sounds are on fire; . . . the nose is on fire; odors are on 
fire; . . . the tongue is on fire; tastes are on fire; . . . the body is on fire; things tangi- 
ble are on fire; . . . the mind is on fire; ideas are on fire; . . . mind-consciousness is 
on fire; impressions received by the mind are on fire; and whatever sensation, pleas- 
ant, unpleasant, or indifferent, originates in dependence on impressions received by 
the mind, that also is on fire. 

“And with what are these on fire? 

“With the fire of passion, say I, with the fire of hatred, with the fire of infatua- 
tion; with birth, old age, death, sorrow, lamentation, misery, grief, and despair are 
they on fire. 

“Perceiving this, O priests, the learned and noble discipline conceives an aver- 
sion for the eye, conceives an aversion for forms, conceives an aversion for eye- 
consciousness, conceives an aversion for the impressions received by the eye; and 
whatever sensation, pleasant, unpleasant, or indifferent, originates in dependence 
on impressions received by the eye, for that also he conceives an aversion. Con- 
ceives an aversion for the ear, conceives an aversion for sounds, . . . conceives an 
aversion for the nose, conceives an aversion for odors, . . . conceives an aversion 
for the tongue, conceives an aversion for tastes, . . . conceives an aversion for 
the body, conceives an aversion for things tangible, . . . conceives an aversion 
for the mind, conceives an aversion for ideas, conceives an aversion for mind- 
consciousness, conceives an aversion for the impressions received by the mind; 
and whatever sensation, pleasant, unpleasant, or indifferent, originates in depen- 


11“Fire-Sermon,” from Mahd-Vagga. Reprinted by permission of the publishers from Buddhism in Transla- 
tion, by Henry Clark Warren, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. Copyright © 1896, 1953 by the Pres- 
ident and Fellows of Harvard College. 
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The learned dence on impressions received by the mind, for this 
nd nobl also he conceives an aversion. And in conceiving this 
aie NGOLE aversion, he becomes divested of passion, and by the 
discipline see absence of passion he becomes free, and when he is 
becomes divested free he becomes aware that he is free; and he knows 


. that rebirth is exhausted, that he has lived the holy life, 

of passion, and by | athe has done what it behooved him to do, and that 

the absence of he is no more for this world.” 

passion he Now while this exposition was being delivered, the 

becomes free minds of the thousand priests become free from attach- 
a ment and delivered from the depravities. 


+ Buddha claimed that attachment or desire is the root of suf- 
fering. Is there a difference between attachment and desire? 
How might either cause us to suffer? 

+ Does one become free from suffering when one becomes de- 
void of passion? 


E. TWO KINDS OF METAPHYSICS: 
PLATO AND ARISTOTLE 


The term metaphysics is relatively new (from about 70 B.C.E. or so), but it is generally 
agreed that the first great systematic metaphysicians were Plato (427—347 B.C.E.) and 
Aristotle (384—322 B.c.E.). Plato had been a student of Socrates and his most faith- 
ful recorder. (Almost all that we have of Socrates’ teachings comes to us through Plato.) 
Yet Socrates was a moralist, not a metaphysician, and most of the metaphysical doc- 
trines that Plato discusses using Socrates as his mouthpiece are probably Plato’s own. 
Aristotle never tried to be a faithful disciple of Plato, and he became his teacher’s harsh- 
est and most famous critic. It has been said of each of them that the history of philoso- 
phy is nothing more than a series of footnotes to their brilliant dialogues and treatises of 
twenty-four hundred years ago. 

Metaphysics is what Aristotle called “first philosophy,” the investigation of “Being as 
Being,” or ultimate reality. What does it mean for something to exist? What is it for 
something to change? What makes one thing like another? Sometimes these questions, 
or at least the answers to these questions, are presupposed in our everyday thinking, 
whether we actually think about them or not. For example, we “naturally” believe that a 
tree continues to exist when we aren’t looking at it. But why do we believe this? Even 
when such questions are the creations of philosophers, they outline views of the world 
that nonphilosophers share with them. The problem is, as we shall see, that people dis- 
agree violently about these issues, even from one generation to the next (for example, 
from Plato to Aristotle). What seems to be clear and obvious to one philosopher will 
seem obscure, merely metaphorical, or downright paradoxical to another. But as we 
watch the warring history of metaphysics, we too should be humbled by it, for it cannot 
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be that all of those geniuses got it wrong while we now have it right. We too, whether 
explicitly or not, have metaphysical views, and we too may have to be ready to give them 
up as we think more about them and face further arguments. 

With Plato and Aristotle, metaphysics becomes a cautious consuming enterprise, pro- 
ducing monumental systems of many volumes that require a lifetime of study to master. 
All we can do here is present a thumbnail sketch, with some brief selections of Plato’s 
metaphysics and a very brief introduction to Aristotle’s philosophy, which seems, at first 
glance, to be primarily a refutation of Plato. But like so many philosophers who seem to 
be attacking each other from completely opposed viewpoints, Plato and Aristotle have 
much in common. Both attempted to resolve the problems they inherited from the pre- 
Socratics: to find the ultimate substance of the universe, to understand what was eternal 
and unchanging, to understand change, and to show that the universe as a whole is in- 
telligible to human understanding. Plato, following Parmenides and the other pre- 
Socratics who trusted their reason more than common sense, gave reason a grander po- 
sition in human life and in the universe in general than it had ever received before. Aris- 
totle, although he too defended reason, insisted that philosophy return to common sense 
and have a respect for ordinary opinion, which many of the Greek philosophers seemed 
to have lost. But whatever their differences, it is the shared grandeur of their enterprise 
that should impress us most about Plato and Aristotle. Between them, they established 
what we today call “philosophy.” And between them, they also laid the intellectual foun- 
dations for Christian theology. St. Augustine, for example, was very much a Platonist, 
and St. Thomas Aquinas was thoroughly indebted to Aristotle. 


1. Plato 


The most important single feature of Plato’s philosophy is his theory of Forms. (The 
Greek word is Eidos.) Plato’s Forms are sometimes referred to as Ideas, but Plato does 
not mean “ideas” in a person’s mind, but rather ideal forms or perfect examples—the 
perfect circle or perfect beauty. To avoid confusion, we shall use not the word “Ideas,” 
but “Forms.” 

Forms are the ultimate reality. Things change, people grow old and die, but Forms are 
eternal and unchanging. Thus Plato could agree with Heraclitus that the world of our ex- 
perience is constantly changing; but he could also agree with Parmenides, who insisted 
that the real world, the eternal and unchanging world, was not the same as the world of 
our experience. According to Plato, it was a world of Forms, a world of eternal truths. 
There were, in other words, two worlds: (1) the world in which we live, a world of con- 
stant change or a world of Becoming, and (2) a world of Forms, an unchanging world, 
the real world or the world of Being. We can see here Plato’s close connection with Par- 
menides, holding that ultimate reality (the Forms) must be changeless and eternal. Fur- 
thermore, also in accordance with Parmenides, it is only such changeless and eternal 
things that truly can be known. Our only access to this latter world, the real world, is 
through our reason, our capacity for intellectual thought. Plato’s “two-worlds” view was 
to have a direct and obvious influence on Christian theology. It would also affect 
philosophers, mathematicians, mystics, poets, and romantics of all kinds until the pres- 
ent day. But in his own time it had a more immediate importance; it allowed him to rec- 
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oncile Heraclitus and Parmenides, to resolve the problems of the pre-Socratics, and to 
finally give ideas their proper place in human thought. 

Plato thought of the Forms as having the special features of what is according to Par- 
menides. The most exciting Form for Plato was the Form of beauty. Plato thought a per- 
son could get to know beauty by falling in love in the right way and by realizing that the 
excitement of love is really aimed not at the personality of the person loved but at the 
link between that person and eternal beauty. 


FROM THE SYMPOSIUM 
BY PLATO!2 


You see, the man who has been thus far guided in matters of Love, who has beheld 
beautiful things in the right order and correctly, is coming now to the goal of Lov- 
ing: All of a sudden he will catch sight of something wonderfully beautiful in its 
nature; that, Socrates, is the reason for all his earlier labors: First, [Beauty] always 
is, and neither comes to be nor passes away, neither waxes nor wanes. Second, it is 
not beautiful this way and ugly that way, nor beautiful at one time and ugly at an- 
other; nor beautiful in relation to one thing and ugly in relation to another; nor is it 
beautiful here but ugly there, as it would be if it were beautiful for some people and 
ugly for others. Nor will the beautiful appear to him in the guise of a face or hands 
or anything else that belongs to the body. It will not appear to him as one idea or 
one kind of knowledge. It is not anywhere in another thing, as in an animal, or in 
earth, or in heaven, or in anything else, but itself by itself with itself, it is always 
one in form; and all the other beautiful things share in that, in such a way that when 
those others come to be or pass away, this does not become the least bit smaller or 
greater nor suffer any change. 


For Plato, it is the world of Forms, the world of being, that is real. But this is not to 
say (as Parmenides had argued) that the world we live in, the world of becoming, is un- 
real. It is, however, less than real, not an illusion, but without those qualities of eternity 
and necessity that are the marks of true reality. This might seem like a verbal trick; it is 
not. The idea of a hierarchy of realities was already familiar in religions that antedated 
Plato’s philosophy by centuries. We still use such notions in our own thinking, compar- 
ing, for example, the world of film and novels to “the real world,” or the dreary hum- 
drum of working-day life to “really living.” But the best illustration of Plato’s two- 
worlds view is his own, which he offers us in a parable called the Myth of the Cave. 

It is a parable about bringing people from the less real to the really real. Indeed, one 
of the most striking features of Plato’s philosophy (and much of Greek philosophy in 
general) is its emphasis on the /ove of wisdom, the irresistibility of reality; and what is 
too easily lost in translation is the very erotic imagery Plato uses to describe our passion 
for the truth. The Myth of the Cave not only illustrates two kinds of knowledge, two 


Reprinted from Plato, The Symposium, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff. Copyright © 1989 by 
A. Nehamas and P. Woodruff. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission of Hackett Publishing Company, 
Inc. 


E. TWO KINDS OF METAPHYSICS: PLATO AND ARISTOTLE 71 


kinds of worlds; it is also a parable about human timidity, the difficulties we have in fac- 
ing the truth, and our resistance to the dazzling light of truth itself. 


FROM THE REPUBLIC 
BY PLATO}3 


SOCRATES: Imagine men to be living in an underground cavelike dwelling place, 
which has a way up to the light along its whole width, but the entrance is a long 
way up. The men have been there from childhood, with their neck and legs in 
fetters, so that they remain in the same place and can only see ahead of them, as 
their bonds prevent them turning their heads. Light is provided by a fire burning 
some way behind them, and on a higher ground, there is a path across the cave 
and along this a low wall has been built, like the screen at a puppet show in front 
of the performers who show their puppets above it. 

GLAUCON: I see it. 

SOCRATES: See then also men carrying along that wall, so that they overtop it, all 
kinds of artifacts, statues of men, reproductions of other animals in stone or 
wood fashioned in all sorts of ways, and, as is likely, some of the carriers are 
talking while others are silent. 

GLAUCON: This is a strange picture, and strange prisoners. 

SOCRATES: They are like us, I said. Do you think, in the first place, that such men 
could see anything of themselves and each other except the shadows which the 
fire casts upon the wall of the cave in front of them? 

GLAUCON: How could they, if they have to keep their heads still throughout life? 

SOCRATES: And is not the same true of the objects carried along the wall? 

GLAUCON: Quite. 

SOCRATES: If they could converse with one another, do you not think that they 
would consider these shadows to be the real things? 

GLAUCON: Necessarily. 

SOCRATES: What if their prison had an echo which reached them from in front of 
them? Whenever one of the carriers passing behind the wall spoke, would they 
not think that it was the shadow passing in front of them which was talking? Do 
you agree? 

GLAUCON: By Zeus, I do. 

SOCRATES: Altogether then, I said, such men would believe the truth to be nothing 
else than the shadows of the artifacts? 

GLAUCON: They must believe that. 

SOCRATES: Consider then what deliverance from their bonds and the curing of their 
ignorance would be if something like this naturally happened to them. Whenever 
one of them was freed, had to stand up suddenly, turn his head, walk, and look 
up toward the light, doing all that would give him pain, the flash of the fire 


'SPlato, The Republic, Bk. VII, trans. G. M. A. Grube. Copyright © 1974 by Hackett Publishing Company. 
Reprinted with permission. 
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would make it impossible for him to see the objects of which he had earlier seen 
the shadows. What do you think he would say if he was told that what he saw 
was foolishness, that he was now somewhat closer to reality and turned to things 
that existed more fully, that he saw more correctly? If one then pointed to each 
of the objects passing by, asked him what each was, and forced him to answer, 
do you not think he would be at a loss and believe that the things which he saw 
earlier were truer than the things now pointed out to him? 

GLAUCON: Much truer. 

SOCRATES: If one then compelled him to look at the fire itself, his eyes would hurt, 
he would turn round and flee toward those things which he could see, and think 
that they were in fact clearer than those now shown to him. 

GLAUCON: Quite so. 

SOCRATES: And if one were to drag him thence by force up the rough and steep 
path, and did not let him go before he was dragged into the sunlight, would he 
not be in physical pain and angry as he was dragged along? When he came into 
the light, with the sunlight filling his eyes, he would not be able to see a single 
one of the things which are now said to be true. 

GLAUCON: Not at once, certainly. 

socraTEs: I think he would need time to get adjusted before he could see things in 
the world above; at first he would see shadows most easily, then reflections of 
men and other things in water, then the things themselves. After this he would 
see objects in the sky and the sky itself more easily at night, the light of the stars 
and the moon more easily than the sun and the light of the sun during the day. 

GLAUCON: Of course. 

SOCRATES: Then, at last, he would be able to see the sun, not images of it in water 
or in some alien place, but the sun itself in its own place, and be able 
to contemplate it. 

GLAUCON: That must be so. 

SOCRATES: After this he would reflect that it is the sun which provides the seasons 
and the years, which governs everything in the visible world, and is also in some 
way the cause of those other things which he used to see. 

GLAUCON: Clearly that would be the next stage. 

SOCRATES: What then? As he reminds himself of his first dwelling place, of the 
wisdom there and of his fellow prisoners, would he not reckon himself happy for 
the change, and pity them? 

GLAUCON: Surely. 

SOCRATES: And if the men below had praise and honours from each other, and 
prizes for the man who saw most clearly the shadows that passed before them, 
and who could best remember which usually came earlier and which later, and 
which came together and thus could most ably prophesy the future, do you think 

our man would desire those rewards and envy those who were honoured and 
held power among the prisoners, or would he feel, as Homer put it, that he cer- 
tainly wished to be “serf to another man without possessions upon the earth” 14 


14The Odyssey 11, 489-90, where Achilles says to Odysseus, on the latter's visit to the underworld, that he 
would rather be a servant to a poor man on earth than king among the dead [trans. note}. 
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and go through any suffering, rather than share their opinions and live as they 
do? 

GLAUCON: Quite so, I think he would rather suffer anything. 

SOCRATES: Reflect on this too. If this man went down into the cave again and sat 
down in the same seat, would his eyes not be filled with darkness, coming sud- 
denly out of the sunlight? 

GLAUCON: They certainly would. 

SOCRATES: And if he had to contend again with those who had remained prisoners 
in recognizing those shadows while his sight was affected and his eyes had not 
settled down—and the time for this adjustment would not be short—would he 
not be ridiculed? Would it not be said that he had returned from his upward jour- 
ney with his eyesight spoiled, and that it was not worthwhile even to attempt to 
travel upward? As for the man who tried to free them and lead them upward, if 
they would somehow lay their hands on him and kill him, they would do so. 

GLAUCON: They certainly would. 

SOCRATES: This whole image, my dear Glaucon, must be related to what we said 
before. The realm of the visible should be compared to the prison dwelling, and 
the fire inside it to the power of the sun. If you interpret the upward journey and 
the contemplation of things above as the upward journey of the soul to the intel- 
ligible realm, you will grasp what I surmise since you were keen to hear it. 
Whether it is true or not only the god knows, but this is how I see it, namely that 
in the intelligible world the Form of the Good is the last to be seen, and with 
difficulty; when seen it must be reckoned to be for all the cause of all that is 
right and beautiful, to have produced in the visible world both the light and the 
fount of light, while in the intelligible world it is itself that which produces and 
controls truth and intelligence, and he who is to act intelligently in public or in 
private must see it. 

GLAUCON: I share your thought as far as I am able. 

SOCRATES: Come then, share with me this thought also: do not be surprised that 
those who have reached this point are unwilling to occupy themselves with 
human affairs, and that their souls are always pressing upward to spend their 
time there, for this is natural if things are as our parable indicates. 

GLAUCON: That is very likely. 

SOCRATES: Further, do you think it at all surprising that anyone coming to the evils 
of human life from the contemplation of the divine behaves awkwardly and ap- 
pears very ridiculous while his eyes are still dazzled and before he is sufficiently 
adjusted to the darkness around him, if he is compelled to contend in court or 
some other place about the shadows of justice or the objects of which they are 
shadows, and to carry through the contest about these in the way these things are 
understood by those who have never seen Justice itself? 

GLAUCON: That is not surprising at all. 

SOCRATES: Anyone with intelligence would remember that the eyes may be con- 
fused in two ways and from two causes, coming from light into darkness as well 
as from darkness into light. Realizing that the same applies to the soul, whenever 
he sees a soul disturbed and unable to see something, he will not laugh mind- 
lessly but will consider whether it has come from a brighter life and is dimmed 
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because unadjusted, or has come from greater ignorance into greater light and is 
filled with a brighter dazzlement. The former he would declare happy in its life 
and experience, the latter he would pity, and if he should wish to laugh at it, his 
laughter would be less ridiculous than if he laughed at the soul that has come 
from the light above. 
GLAUCON: What you say is very reasonable. 
SOCRATES: We must then, if these things are true, think 
One LSE at something like this about them, namely that educa- 
one’s whole soul tion is not what some declare it to be; they say that 
from the world of knowledge is not present in the soul and that they 


: n put it in, like putting sight into blind eyes. 
becoming until it GLAUCON: They surely say that. 


can endure to SOCRATES: Our present argument shows that the capac- 
contemplate ity to learn and the organ with which to do so are 

; present in every person’s soul. It is as if it were not 
reality, and the possible to turn the eye from darkness to light with- 
br 18 htest of out turning the whole body; so one must turn one’s 
realities, which we whole soul from the world of becoming until it can 


endure to contemplate reality, and the brightest of 
realities, which we say is the Good. 

GLAUCON: Yes. 

SOCRATES: Education then is the art of doing this very thing, this turning around, 
the knowledge of how the soul can most easily and most effectively be turned 
around; it is not the art of putting the capacity of sight into the soul; the soul 
possesses that already but it is not turned the right way or looking where it 
should. This is what education has to deal with. 

GLAUCON: That seems likely. 


say is the Good. 


Our world is like a set of shadows of the real world; that does not make it an illusion, 
but it does make it a mere imitation of the bright originals. Notice, too, the saviorlike 
role of the philosopher that Plato is setting up here. (His famous argument that philoso- 
phers should be kings, and kings philosophers, is included here too.) Like Pythagoras, 
Plato believed that knowledge of pure Forms, knowledge of the world of “Being,” is a 
person’s only hope for salvation and the “good life.” 


+ Do you see any similarities between Plato's Forms and East- 
ern philosophy? 

e In what sense is ignorance like being imprisoned in a cave? 
What are the shadows in Socrates’ story? 


Socrates had taught his students, Plato among them, that the truth, if we can know it 
at all, must be in us. Plato (using his teacher as his literary spokesman) gives this reve- 
lation a new twist. It begins with a puzzle. How is it possible to learn anything? If we 
don’t already know it, how will we recognize it when we find it? And if we already do 
know it, it makes no sense to say that we “learn it.” Now this puzzle sounds like non- 
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sense if we think only of examples such as “what is the beer consumption rate in Omaha, 
Nebraska?” To answer such questions, obviously we can’t simply “look into ourselves”; 
we have to go out into the world and get information. But Plato insists that he is after 
much bigger game than “information”; he wants Knowledge (with a capital K), knowl- 
edge of reality, to which we have access only through thinking. That world, unlike the 
world of change and “information” in which we live, is characterized by the fact that 
everything in it is eternal and necessary. In this eternal world, reality is not discoverable 
merely through observation and experience. For example, consider the simple truth, 
2+2=4; it never changes—no experience is necessary to know it; itis one of those eter- 
nal truths that deserves its place in Plato’s world of Being. 

Perhaps the best way to understand Plato’s exciting but somewhat mysterious notion 
of the Forms is to think of them in terms of definitions. The Forms are what different 
things of the same kind have in common and what make them things of the same kind. 
For example, two horses have in common the Form horse, and you recognize a horse, 
Plato would say, because of its Form. Suppose that you’ve never seen a horse before. Is 
it possible for you to know what a horse is? The answer is, “of course.” It is enough that 
you have learned what a horse is (from pictures or descriptions) even if you've never 
seen one. But how is such learning possible? According to Plato, it is possible because 
we know a definition and thus recognize the Form of a horse, like the ideal Form of a tri- 
angle, and with it we are able to know what a horse is, even if we have never seen one, 
and we recognize horses when we do see them. In Plato’s terms, we can recognize all 
horses, no matter what their age, shape, color, or peculiarities, just because they “par- 
ticipate” in the Form horse. For Plato, the Form horse has even more reality than partic- 
ular, flesh-and-blood horses. 

The concept of Form allows Plato to explain what it is that one comes to understand 
when one learns that two or more things are of the same kind. But for Plato the notion 
of Form serves another purpose as well. In addition to what we know about things from 
experience, we also know some things independent of experience, and we know these 
things with certainty (the same certainty Descartes sought in our introduction). For ex- 
ample, we know that every horse is an animal. We know that not simply because every 
horse that we have seen has turned out to be an animal, but because we know, apart from 
any particular experiences with horses, that the very Form horse includes the Form ani- 
mal. (In our times, we would say that the meaning of the English word “horse” already 
includes the concept of “being an animal”; accordingly, philosophers refer to this kind 
of truth as conceptual truth. But this term was not available to Plato.) 

Definitions are essential because without them it is difficult to know exactly what 
one is talking about. But this quest for definitions should not be confused with the 
high school debating technique of asking your opponent to “define [your] terms.” 
Rather, a definition is the conclusion of a philosophical argument—and it is very hard 
to come by. In his dialogue The Meno, Plato has Socrates push for a definition of 
“virtue”; his arguments here are a good illustration of the Socratic pursuit of the Forms 
as definitions. 


+ Are you persuaded that we do not know what something is if 
we cannot define it? What would a Taoist say? 
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FROM THE MENO 
BY PLATO!5 


MENO: Can you tell me, Socrates, can virtue be taught? Or is it not teachable but 
the result of practice, or is it neither of these, but men possess it by nature or in 
some other way? 

SOCRATES: Before now, Meno, Thessalians had a high reputation among the Greeks 
and were admired for their horsemanship and their wealth, but now, it seems to 
me, they are also admired for their wisdom, not least the fellow citizens of your 
friend Aristippus of Larissa. The responsibility for this reputation of yours lies 
with Gorgias, for when he came to your city he found that the leading Aleuadae, 
your lover Aristippus among them, loved him for his wisdom, and so did the 
other leading Thessalians. In particular, he accustomed you to give a bold and 
grand answer to any question you may be asked, as experts are likely to do. In- 
deed, he himself was ready to answer any Greek who wished to question him, 
and every question was answered. But here in Athens, my dear Meno, the oppo- 
site is the case, as if there were a dearth of wisdom, and wisdom seems to have 
departed hence to go to you. If then you want to ask one of us that sort of ques- 
tion, everyone will laugh and say: “Good stranger, you must think me happy in- 
deed if you think I know whether virtue can be taught or how it comes to be; I 
am so far from knowing whether virtue can be taught or not that I do not even 
have any knowledge of what virtue itself is.” 

I myself, Meno, am as poor as my fellow citizens in this matter, and I blame 
myself for my complete ignorance about virtue. If I do not know what some- 
thing is, how could I know what qualities it possesses? Or do you think that 
someone who does not know at all who Meno is could know whether he is good- 
looking or rich or well-born, or the opposite of these? Do you think that is possi- 
ble? 

MENO: I do not; but, Socrates, do you really not know what virtue is? Are we to re- 
port this to the folk back home about you? 

SOCRATES: Not only that, my friend, but also that, as I believe, I have never yet met 
anyone else who did know. 

MENO: How so? Did you not meet Gorgias when he was here? 

SOCRATES: I did. 

MENO: Did you then not think that he knew? 

SOCRATES: I do not altogether remember, Meno, so that I cannot tell you now what 
I thought then. Perhaps he does know; you know what he used to say, so you re- 
mind me of what he said. You tell me yourself, if you are willing, for surely you 
share his views.—I do. 

Let us leave Gorgias out of it, since he is not here. But, Meno, by the gods, 
what do you yourself say that virtue is? Speak and do not begrudge us, so that I 
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may have spoken a most unfortunate untruth when I said that I had never met 
anyone who knew, if you and Gorgias are shown to know. 

MENO: It is not hard to tell you, Socrates. First, if you want the virtue of a man, it is 
easy to say that a man’s virtue consists of being able to manage public affairs 
and in so doing to benefit his friends and harm his enemies and to be careful that 
no harm comes to himself; if you want the virtue of a woman, it is not difficult 
to describe: she must manage the home well, preserve its possessions, and be 
submissive to her husband; the virtue of child, whether male or female, is differ- 
ent again, and so is that of an elderly man, if you want that, or if you want that 
of a free man or a slave. And there are very many other virtues, so that one is not 
at a loss to say what virtue is. There is virtue for every action and every age, for 
every task of ours and every one of us—and Socrates, the same is true for 
wickedness. 

SOCRATES: I seem to be in great luck, Meno; while I am looking for one virtue, I 
have found you to have a whole swarm of them. But, Meno, to follow up the 
image of swarms, if I were asking you what is the nature of bees, and you said 
that they are many and of all kinds, what would you answer if I asked you: “Do 
you mean that they are many and varied and different from one another in so far 
as they are bees? Or are they no different in that regard, but in some other re- 
spect, in their beauty, for example, or their size or in some other such way?” Tell 
me, what would you answer if thus questioned? 

MENO: I would say that they do not differ from one another in being bees. 

SOCRATES: If I went on to say: “Tell me, what is this very thing, Meno, in which 
they are all the same and do not differ from one another?” Would you be able to 
tell me? 

MENO: I would. 


Meno continues to try to satisfy Socrates with a definition of virtue, but every time he 
either contradicts himself or argues in a circle. So how does one know a definition? The 
answer, according to Plato, is that we recognize the Forms. We know what a horse is be- 
cause we recognize the Form of a horse. We recognize that 2 + 2 = 4 because we know 
the Forms. But how do we know the Forms? If we do not and cannot learn of them from 
experience (the changing world of Becoming in everyday life), then how do we know 
them at all? The answer, according to Plato, is that they already are “in us.” 

The second principle of Plato’s metaphysics, our bridge between the two worlds, is 
the immortality and immateriality of the human soul. Our souls contain knowledge of 
the world of Being that is already in us at birth. Such knowledge and ideas are called in- 
nate. Experience only triggers them off and allows us to “remember” them. Here is the 
extravagant answer to Plato’s puzzle, “How is it possible to learn a truth about the world 
of Being?” The answer is: We already “know” it; it’s just a matter of recalling it. Con- 
sider his famous illustration of this second doctrine in The Meno: 


MENO: How will you look for it, Socrates, when you do not know at all what it is? 
How will you aim to search for something you do not know at all? If you should 
meet with it, how will you know that this is the thing that you did not know? 

SOCRATES: I know what you want to say, Meno. Do you realize what a debater’s ar- 
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gument you are bringing up, that a man cannot search either for what he knows 
or for what he does not know? He cannot search for what he knows—since he 
knows it, there is no need to search—nor for what he does not know, for he does 
not know what to look for. 

MENO: Does that argument not seem sound to you, Socrates? 

SOCRATES: Not to me. 

MENO: Can you tell me why? 

SOCRATES: I can. I have heard wise men and women talk about divine matters. . . . 

MENO: What did they say? 

SOCRATES: What was, I thought, both true and beautiful. 

MENO: What was it, and who were they? 

SOCRATES: The speakers were among the priests and priestesses whose care it is to 
be able to give an account of their practices. Pindar too says it, and many others 
of the divine among our poets. What they say is this; see whether you think they 
speak the truth: They say that the human soul is immortal; at times it comes to 
an end, which they call dying, at times it is reborn, but it is never destroyed, and 
one must therefore live one’s life as piously as possible: 


Persephone will return to the sun above in the ninth year the souls of those 
from whom she will exact punishment for old miseries, and from these come 
noble kings, mighty in strength and greatest in wisdom, and for the rest of 
time men will call them sacred heroes. 


As the soul is immortal, has been born often and has seen all things here and in 
the underworld, there is nothing which it has not learned; so it is in no way sur- 
prising that it can recollect the things it knew before, both about virtue and other 
things. As the whole of nature is akin, and the soul has learned everything, noth- 
ing prevents a man, after recalling one thing only—a process men call learn- 
ing—discovering everything else for himself, if he is brave and does not tire of 
the search, for searching and learning are, as a whole, recollection. We must, 
therefore, not believe that debater’s argument, for it would make us idle, and 
fainthearted men like to hear it, whereas my argument makes them energetic and 
keen on the search. I trust that this is true, and I want to inquire along with you 
into the nature of virtue. 


} MENO: Yes, Socrates, but how do you mean that we do 
... there is no not learn, but that what we call learning is recollec- 
teaching but tion? Pee teach me that this is so? 

p? : SOCRATES: As I said just now, Meno, you are a rascal. 
recollection, in You now ask me if I can teach wai when I say there 
order to show is no teaching but recollection, in order to show me 
me up at once up at once as contradicting myself. 

oe MENO: No, by Zeus, Socrates, that was not my intention 
as contradicti ng when I spoke, but just a habit. If you can somehow 
myself. show me that things are as you say, please do so. 
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At this dramatic point in the dialogue, Socrates calls over an illiterate, uneducated 
slave boy and with minimal instructions leads him to discover an elementary geometrical 
proof. What is crucial is that Socrates does not tell the boy the answer but “draws it out of 
him.” But then the question becomes, where was this answer “in him,” and how did he 
recognize it? After the demonstration, Socrates draws his conclusions: 


SOCRATES: What do you think, Meno? Has he, in his answers, expressed any opin- 

| ion that was not his own? 

MENO: No, they were all his own. 

SOCRATES: And yet, as we said, he did not know a short time ago? 

MENO: That is true. 

SOCRATES: So these opinions were in him, were they not? 

MENO: Yes. 

SOCRATES: So the man who does not know has within himself true opinions about 
the things that he does not know? 

MENO: So it appears. 

SOCRATES: These opinions have now just been stirred up like a dream, but if he 
were repeatedly asked these same questions in various ways, you know that in 
the end his knowledge about these things would be as accurate as anyone’s. 

MENO: It is likely. 

SOCRATES: And he will know it without having been taught but only questioned, 
and find the knowledge within himself? 

MENO: Yes. 

SOCRATES: And is not finding knowledge within oneself recollection? 

MENO: Certainly. 

SOCRATES: Must he not either have at some time acquired the knowledge he now 
possesses, or else have always possessed it? 

MENO: Yes. 

SOCRATES: If he always had it, he would always have known. If he acquired it, he 
cannot have done so in his present life. Or has someone taught him geometry? 
For he will perform in the same way about all geometry, and all other knowl- 
edge. Has someone taught him everything? You should know, especially as he 
has been born and brought up in your house. 

MENO: But I know that no one has taught him. 

SOCRATES: Yet he has these opinions, or doesn’t he? 

MENO: That seems indisputable, Socrates. 

SOCRATES: If he has not acquired them in his present life, is it not clear that he had 
them and had learned them at some other time? 

MENO: It seems so. 

SOCRATES: Then that was the time when he was not a human being? 

MENO: Yes. 

SOCRATES: If then, during the time he exists and is not a human being he will have 
true opinions which, when stirred by questioning, become knowledge, will not 
his soul have learned during all time? For it is clear that during all time he exists 
either as a man or not. 
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MENO: So it seems. 

SOCRATES: Then if the truth about reality is always in our soul, the soul would be 
immortal so that you should always confidently try to seek out and recollect 
what you do not know at present—that is, what you do not recollect? 

MENO: Somehow, Socrates, I think that what you say is right. 

SOCRATES: I think so too, Meno. 


The doctrine of the immortality of the soul did not originate with Plato, of course. The 
ancient Egyptians believed in it many centuries before the first Greek philosophers, and 
Pythagoras had taught it to his students. But Plato’s doctrine had more than religious 
significance; it was his answer to the skeptics and our bridge to the eternal world of 
Being. Of course, as a student of Socrates, he also appreciated the advantages of believ- 
ing in an afterlife. Socrates could face death so calmly, he told his students, just because 
he believed in life after death. But for Plato it signified something more; it provided us 
with knowledge in this life as well as continued existence in another. 

Plato’s doctrines of the world of Being and the immortality of the soul introduce a 
clearly immaterialist conception of reality, as opposed to all of the more or less materi- 
alist conceptions we have encountered so far (the world as “stuff”). Even Pythagoras’ 
numbers and Heraclitus’ logos had their materialistic foundations, for neither philoso- 
pher was willing to grant these things independent existence, independent, that is, of the 
material things of this world. The things of Plato’s world of Being can exist apart from 
them. 

What is in this “other world,” this world of Being? We have already met one of its in- 
habitants: the simple truth, 2 + 2 = 4. Its inhabitants are Forms. Consider the following 
familiar example: Your geometry teacher asks you to prove that the internal angles of a 
triangle total 180°. Simple enough. You remember how: You extend the base of the tri- 
angle, draw a line parallel to the base through the apex, and then proceed with your 
proof. But now, how do you know that you have not only shown that the internal angles 
of this triangle total 180°? As a matter of fact, it is pretty obvious that what you have 
drawn isn’t even a triangle; the sides sag, one of the angles is broken, and the lines are 
fat (after all, a real line has no width at all). But yet you claim to have proved something 
about all triangles. Well, it is clear that you needn’t do the proof even twice, much less 
an infinite number of times, to make your claim. How come? Because, you will answer, 
what you have been working with is not this particular poorly drawn triangle in your 
notebook but an ideal triangle, the form of all and any triangles. And there it is—Plato’s 
Form of a triangle. It is not identical to any particular triangle. (How could it be, for it 
would have to be acute, isosceles, right, and nonright all at the same time!) It is their 
ideal Form, which each particular triangle approximates, that has its own existence in 
the world of Being. Plato says that every triangle that we can draw participates in the 
ideal Form and that it is only through reason, not through observation of particular tri- 
angles, that we come into contact with these ideal Forms. 

To know a Platonic Form is not just to “see” something. It is to fall in love with it; in 
fact, it is to fall madly in love. So Socrates, in nearly all of Plato’s dialogues, repeats the 
claim that a philosopher is a kind of lover. Indeed, he says that to know the Forms is to 
want to reproduce, to propagate, to teach everyone else to see them and to love them too. 
The Myth of the Cave and the metaphor of the Sun and shadows have two sides. The first 
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is that the changing world of our everyday experience is only a shadow, an imitation of 
reality. But the second side is that the world of our everyday experience is also an image 
of the divine and ultimate reality, and so in the things of everyday life we get at least a 
glimpse of perfection. 

Among the Forms are those ideals of human perfection that we should not only rec- 
ognize but try to realize here in the world of Becoming: Wisdom, Justice, Beauty, and 
Goodness. To these ideals of perfection each of us aspires, and it is the definition of these 
ideals that is the task of every philosopher. His or her job (Socrates’ main task in all of 
Plato’s dialogues) is to sort out the common confusions about such vital matters. The 
business of the philosopher, in short, is to make others recognize eternal Forms and make 
it possible to achieve that heroic wisdom to which Plato’s teacher, Socrates, had devoted 
his life. 

I hope that you can appreciate, even from this brief sketch, the power of the meta- 
physical doctrines Plato has developed. You may also be aware of some of their difficul- 
ties. Most importantly, the gap between our world and the real world makes us exceed- 
ingly uncomfortable; none of us likes to think of ourselves living merely in the shadows. 
(As Plato himself warns, “wouldn’t the prisoners who had never been released . . . laugh 
at him and even . . . kill” the philosopher who thus instructs them?) The connection be- 
tween the world of Being and our own world of Becoming is not at all clear. Plato does 
say that the things of this latter world “participate” in the Forms of the former, but one 
thing that we shall have to learn right away in philosophy (and in every other discipline) 
is that the words that pretend to be explanations are often only cosmetic cover-ups. It 
looks as if we have a theory when in fact we have only a word. This is particularly true 
of Plato’s word “participates” (methexis), and he himself raises serious doubts about it 
in his later dialogues. But the real attack comes, as it should come in philosophy, from 
his own students, and in particular, from one, perhaps the greatest of them all, Aristotle. 


e How does the slave boy discover the proof without being 
told? Do you find Socrates’ explanation at all plausible? 


2. Aristotle 


Aristotle claimed that he did not understand Plato’s concept of “participation.” (When a 
philosopher claims “not to understand” something, it means that he is pushing for a bet- 
ter account of it, that he is not at all satisfied so far. Aristotle probably understood Plato 
as well as anybody ever has.) Aristotle’s objection was, essentially, that Plato had failed 
to explain the relationship between the Forms and particular things, and that the word 
“participation” was no more than “a mere empty phrase and a poetic metaphor.” 16 Fur- 
thermore, Plato’s emphasis on the Forms made it impossible to appreciate the full real- 
ity of particular things, and the eternal permanence of the Forms made them useless for 
understanding how particular things could change. Indeed, the question “How do things 
change?” becomes the central theme of Aristotle’s philosophy. 

Aristotle also wanted to determine the nature of reality. But Plato had argued that re- 
ality was something other than the world of our experience. Aristotle, a practical man of 
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the earth, a great biologist, physicist, and worldly tutor to Alexander the Great, would 
have none of this. This world, our world, is reality. He agreed with Plato that knowledge 
must be universal and concerned with what things have in common, but he rejected 
Plato’s idea that these common universal ingredients—the Forms of things—could be 
separated from particular things. But this meant that Aristotle also rejected Plato’s sep- 
aration of the human soul from the body, and Aristotle, unlike Plato, saw human beings 
entirely as creatures of nature, “rational animals”—but still animals. Metaphysics, for 
Aristotle, was not the study of another world, recollected in our eternal souls; meta- 
physics was simply the study of nature (physis) and, as importantly, the study of our- 
selves. Accordingly, he brought metaphysics “back home.” But it must not be thought 
that he made it any simpler. The beginning student of Aristotle—as well as the trained 
scholar—will attest to the fact that he is among the most difficult authors in philosophy. 


FROM METAPHYSICS 
BY ARISTOTLE!’ 


There is a branch of knowledge that studies being qua being, and the attributes that 
belong to it in virtue of its own nature. Now this is not the same as any of the so- 
called special sciences, since none of these enquires universally about being qua 
being. They cut off some part of it and study the attributes of this part—that is what 
the mathematical sciences do, for instance. But since we are seeking the first princi- 
ples, the highest causes, it is of being qua being that we must grasp the first causes. 


The study of being qua being is metaphysics, which Aristotle was the first to isolate 
from other branches of philosophy. It is, first of all, the study of the different ways the 
word be can be used. This leads Aristotle to his famous theory of categories: 


There are several senses in which a thing may be said to “be.” In one sense the 
“being” meant is “what a thing is” or a “this,” while in another sense it means a 
quality or a quantity or one of the other things that are predicated as these are. 
While “being” has all these senses, the primary type of being is obviously the 
“what,” which indicates the substance of the thing. For when we say of what quality 
something is, we say that it is good or bad, not that it is six feet long or that it is a 
man; but when we say what it is, we do not say “white” or “hot” or “six feet long,” 
but “a man” or “a god.” All other things are said to be because they are quantities of 
that which is in this primary sense, or qualities of it, or in some other way charac- 
teristics of it.” 


The primary use of “be” is to tell us what something really is, what it is in an un- 
qualified sense: We are, in this sense, a certain individual human being. We are also a 
certain number of inches tall; but that fact is secondary, it is something about us, which 
could change without changing what we are, first and foremost, and belongs to the cat- 
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egory of quantity. We may also be pale or dark; that fact also is secondary and belongs 
to the category of quality. The primary category is that of substance. “Substance,” as 
Aristotle defines it, is “that which stands alone.” In other words, “substance” is inde- 
pendent being. You would exist, for instance, even if you didn’t have hair. But your hair 
could not exist without you, and so it is not a substance. Substances are the basic ele- 
ments in Aristotle’s metaphysics. A horse, a tree, and a butterfly are substances. 

Tables and chairs are not primary beings for Aristotle, because he thinks of primary 
beings as having their own natures. Something made by a human being, such as a table, 
can only exist along with human beings. It cannot move or fulfill its nature—in this case, 
holding our foot—by itself. Our nature is what we will do if nothing stops us. A human 
being grows up and leads a human life, if nothing stops him; that’s his nature. But a 
wooden table will inevitably rot if no one stops it, since that is the nature of the wood it 
is made of. Wood has a nature, tables do not. For that reason, Aristotle treats artifacts 
(things we make) as having a lower level of being than we do ourselves. 


FROM PHYSICS 
BY ARISTOTLE!8 


Some people think that the nature and real being of a natural object is the primary 
material in it (material in itself unformed)—in a bed it would be the wood, in a 
statue the bronze. It is an indication of this, according to Antiphon, that if you bury 
a bed, and the rotting wood becomes able to send up a shoot, what comes up will 
not be a bed, but wood—suggesting that the arrangement in accordance with the 
rules of the art belongs only incidentally, and that the reality—what the thing really 
is—is what actually persists through all those changes. 
eee 

But there is another way of speaking, according to which the nature of a thing is 
its shape or form as given in its definition . . . and this rather than its matter is a 
thing’s nature. For (i) each thing is called whatever it is, when it is that thing actu- 
ally rather than just potentially [the wood or the seed, the matter, is not a table or a 
lettuce—though it may have the potentiality of being one—until it has actually 
been put together or has actually germinated and grown]. Further, (ii) men come to 
be from men, but not beds from beds. That is precisely why people say that the na- 
ture of a bed is not the shape but the wood; if it sprouts it is not a bed but wood that 
comes up. But if this shows that the wood is nature, form too is nature; for men 
come to be from men. 


The doctrines of Aristotle’s metaphysics sound as simple as they could be. This 
world, the wotld of our experience, is reality; there is no other world. The ultimate things 
of reality, which he calls substances, are individual things—people, horses, trees, and 
butterflies. Change is real and much of reality is subject to change. Forms are real, but 
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cannot exist separately from the particular substances whose forms they are. This is not 
as radical a departure from Plato as it may seem. Aristotle did believe that the highest 
level of reality was not subject to change. Gods, the heavens, and even the forms of bi- 
ological species were changeless in his system. Aristotle did not believe in any form of 
evolution. 

For Aristotle, the primary substances are individual things; secondary substances 
(less real than individuals) are what he called the “species” and the “genus” to which a 
thing belongs. To return to our equestrian example, this particular horse, for Aristotle, is 
the primary substance. The species, “horse,” and the even broader genus, “animal,” are 
less real than the horse itself. Aristotle, like Plato, has a hierarchy of reality. But he turns 
Plato’s hierarchy upside down. Plato holds that the more abstract things are the more 
real; Aristotle argues that the more concrete things, individuals, are the more real. For 
Aristotle, as in common sense, the more tangible things are considered to be the most 
real things. 

What is a substance? Aristotle spends many pages giving a number of definitions, 
enough to keep the philosophers of the Middle Ages busy for a thousand years sorting 
them out. For our purposes, it will be enough to mention three different descriptions of 
substance, each of which is important for Aristotle and for later philosophy. The first 
characterization of substance is presented in terms of grammar. Aristotle says, “a sub- 
stance is that which is neither predictable of a subject nor present in a subject; for in- 
stance, the individual man or horse.” 19 More simply, a substance is the thing referred to 
by a noun, which is the subject of a sentence; for example, “the man is . . .” or “Socrates 
is...” or “the horse is. . . 2” (This characterization would have been less confusing in 
Greek.) A more ontological way of saying this, but unfortunately very confusing too, is 
to say that a substance is independent of anything else. (We shall see how important this 
becomes in the modern metaphysics of Spinoza and Leibniz.) Other things might de- 
pend upon a substance, but a substance does not depend upon them. This is an awkward 
way of saying, perhaps, that the color of a horse could not exist without the horse; in- 
deed, nothing could be true of a horse if it did not exist. 

A second way of characterizing substance is to say that substance is what underlies 
all of the properties and changes in something. In this sense, you can say that you are the 
same person (that is, the same substance) that you were ten years ago, despite the fact 
that you are, quite obviously, very different in a great many ways. (Aristotle says, “Sub- 
stance, while remaining the same, is capable of admitting contrary properties.”) Com- 
bining these two characterizations, we can say that a substance is whatever is most basic 
to reality, like the pre-Socratic philosophers’ notion of “stuff.” It is the concrete individ- 
ual thing, which remains constant despite the fact that it changes and has different prop- 
erties at different times. You are the same person before and after you’ve gotten a hair- 
cut, tried on a new suit of clothes, or had your appendix removed. 

The third characterization of substance requires the introduction of another new term, 
which became a central concern of philosophers before this century. A substance can be 
defined in terms of what is essential. An essence (or an essential property) is that aspect 
of an individual that identifies it as a particular individual. For example, it is part of the 


Aristotle, Categories, trans. J. L. Ackrill, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963. 
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essence of being Socrates that he is a human being, that he lived in the fourth century 
B.C.E., and that he was wise. Anything that does not have these properties could not pos- 
sibly be Socrates. There are other properties that Socrates has, of course; for example, the 
fact that he had a wart on his nose. But this is not an essential property. (Aristotle calls it 
an accident or an accidental property.) Socrates still would have been Socrates without 
it. But Socrates could not have been a centipede, for it is part of his essence to be human. 

A substance is a combination of form and matter. Aristotle’s “form” is roughly the 
same as Plato’s Form, except that for Aristotle, it does not exist apart from the individ- 
ual things that have it; it is always informing some matter. Matter is a discovery of Aris- 
totle’s. It is, basically, what things are made out of; it is what is given shape and struc- 
ture by the form. The matter of a boat is wood; its form is the design that the boatbuilder 
realized in the wood. (Notice that “form” is written with a small f here, although Aris- 
totle uses the same word as Plato, eidos. His word for the matter is hylé.) 

This enabled Aristotle to explain change. Earlier philosophers, he thought, believed 
only in matter that by itself would stay the same. Plato believed only in Forms that are 
eternally unchanging. But Aristotle believed in things that combined matter and form in 
a variety of ways. Substantial change, the “coming to be and passing away” of a sub- 
stance, takes place when matter is given a new form. 

With both concepts available, Aristotle thinks he can avoid the mistakes of his pre- 
decessors, especially the mistake of Parmenides, which he blames on inexperience: 


The first people to philosophise about the nature and truth of things got side-tracked 
and driven off course by inexperience. They said that nothing comes to be or passes 
away, because whatever comes to be must do so either from what is, or from what 
is not—and neither of these is possible. For what is cannot come to be, since it is 
already; and nothing can come to be from what is not, since there must [in all 
change and coming into being] be something underlying. 


The essence of a thing cannot change (or it would no longer be the same thing), and 
it is of little metaphysical importance if accidents change. So what does change? 

Form and matter, Aristotle says, cannot exist separately, but they can be distinguished 
everywhere in nature. The best examples can be found in human craftsmanship. One can 
take a lump of clay, for example, and make it into a bowl of any number of shapes. Or one 
can take a piece of silver and make it into a fork, a spoon, a bracelet, or a couple of rings. 
The clay or the silver is the matter; the shape and the function define the form. Aristotle 
also says that the matter itself can be analyzed in terms of form and matter. The matter of 
the clay and the silver would be the basic elements—earth, air, fire, and water. The form 
would be the shape and proportion these elements assume to make clay or silver. Indeed, 
Aristotle even holds that the basic elements themselves can be analyzed in terms of more 
primitive matter—hotness, coldness, dryness, and wetness—which combine to give the 
form of the elements. It is the form of things that we can know and explain, according to 
Aristotle, never the matter. Thus, we can talk about form and matter separately, and so 
understand change. His predecessor, he thought, mistook the way we talk about reality 
for the way it is. The form, by itself; can never change, nor can the matter, but the way 
they combine can change. By changing their form, caterpillars turn into butterflies and 
seeds into fruits and flowers. Thus, Aristotle explains both change and stability. 
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You may already anticipate certain troubles that will plague later philosophers. How 
much can we change a person, for example, and still have him or her be the same? Pro- 
vide a haircut? A college education? A ten-year jail sentence? A sex-change operation? 
But before we worry about such problems, let us appreciate the importance of this no- 
tion of essence in Aristotle’s philosophy. With it, he can do everything that Plato wanted 
to do with his special notion of Forms, but without invoking anything otherworldly. Ac- 
cording to Aristotle, we can know that Socrates is a man, for instance, just because the 
essence of Socrates includes the property of being a man. We can know that a horse is 
an animal because the essence of being a horse includes the property of being an animal. 
In Plato, a conceptual truth of this kind was a truth about eternal Forms; for Aristotle, it 
is the form that changes, and a conceptual truth is rather a statement about essences. 

In both medieval and modern philosophy, the concepts of substance and essence will 
take on a particularly important role in debates about God and his relation to his cre- 
ations as well as in the continuing controversies in ontology that accompanied the rise 
of modern science. But Aristotle’s ontology, much more than the philosophy of his pred- 
ecessors, was linked up with an exciting prescientific cosmology, an account of the na- 
ture and purpose of the universe. In the Middle Ages, these theories profoundly inspired 
the great Christian theologian St. Thomas Aquinas, who would refer to Aristotle as sim- 
ply “The Philosopher.” 


+ What are the three definitions of substance that Aristotle 
gives? How are they all expressions of the same thing? Give 
an example of how the form-matter combination explains 
change. 


To understand Aristotle’s cosmology, we have to begin with a notion that is extremely 
foreign to people today; it is that the universe as a whole, and all things in it, have a pur- 
pose, a goal. The Greek word for “purpose” or “goal” is telos, and Aristotle’s view is 
called teleology. Teleology can be directly contrasted with our modern scientific view of 
reality, which is primarily a causal view. Teleology explains something by looking for 
its purpose, goal, or end; causal explanations seek to understand how something came 
about, not why it came about. If you were asked why a frog has a heart, for example, the 
teleological answer would be “in order to keep it alive, by pumping the blood through 
its body.” The causal answer, on the other hand, would be an explanation of the genet- 
ics, the evolutionary process, the development of the frog. If you were asked why a plant 
turns its leaves toward the sunlight, the teleological answer would be “in order to face 
the sun.” The causal explanation, instead, would refer you to the fact that the cells grow 
faster on one side of the stem and that certain light-sensitive chemicals do such-and- 
such, and so on. In modern science, a causal answer is always preferable, and if a teleo- 
logical answer is allowed at all it is always with the qualification that either there is an 
underlying causal explanation or we do not yet have (but someday will have) an ade- 
quate causal explanation. In Aristotle’s metaphysics, on the other hand, one does not 
have an explanation at all unless one knows what purpose a thing or an event serves. 
“Nature does nothing in vain” is the motto of the teleologist.2° 


2# Aristotle rejected a theory of natural selection argued by Empedocles twenty-three hundred years before 
Darwin because it was not a teleological theory. 
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Aristotle believed that every substance, every individual thing whether human, ani- 
mal, vegetable, or mineral, had its own nature, its own internal principles, certain ten- 
dencies that were part of its essence. This was, for example, the basis of his famous the- 
ory of falling objects: Every object has its “place,” and if that object is moved, it will 
return to its rightful place on its own power. That means that any object of sufficient size, 
whose place is on (or under) the ground, will fall toward the earth immediately if it is 
lifted into the air. And larger objects, which are not slowed down by the air’s resistance, 
will fall faster than smaller ones. Indeed, this seemed so inherently reasonable to Aris- 
totle and everyone around him that it never occurred to them to test it under experimen- 
tal conditions. But gravitation, which Newton would not discover for another two mil- 
lennia, is essentially a causal concept. Aristotle’s explanation was a teleological one, 
which the Greeks found far more convincing. Moreover, even if they had had the equip- 
ment for a test, which they did not, the Greeks still might not have believed the answer. 
Aristotle could not understand how causation could possibly operate at a distance. Thus, 
Aristotle thought that the cause of an object falling had to be in the object and not in the 
earth. 

A reader who begins Aristotle may be initially confused by his use of the word cause 
(aition) to include not only what we have been calling causal explanation but teleologi- 
cal accounts as well. In fact, Aristotle lists four different kinds of cause, all of which to- 
gether explain why a thing is as it is at any given time. The first of these is the matter that 
makes it up, the material cause, the silver in the spoon or the flesh and blood that make 
up our bodies. The second is the principle or law by which it is made, the formal cause, 
the architect’s blueprint or the craftsman’s model. The third is what we would call “the 
cause,” which Aristotle calls the efficient cause, the person or event that actually makes 
something happen by doing something—pushing a button, causing an explosion, call- 
ing the person in charge. Fourth, there is the purpose of the thing, its final cause, its telos. 
Now notice that Aristotle’s four causes are better suited for explaining human activities 
than giving what we would call scientific explanations about things that happen in na- 
ture. But this is indeed Aristotle’s paradigm, and he even says in Physics, “If purpose is 
present in art, it must also be present in nature.” It is the final cause that provides us with 
the most important explanation. 

We can understand this without any difficulty when we are explaining human activi- 
ties. We want to know, first of all, what purpose a person has in doing something. But 
when it comes to nature, we do not generally ask about purpose, but we are more likely 
to ask about (efficient) causes. We might ask of an animal, what purpose is served by a 
long neck, or certain features in its feet, or some kind of fur, but we are less likely to ask 
that of a plant and would find such a question unintelligible with reference to rocks, 
clouds, and stars. Aristotle and his fellow Greeks would not find this unintelligible at all. 
Indeed, he believed (and thousands of scientists followed him until the seventeenth cen- 
tury) that everything that existed had to be accounted for in terms of its inner purposes 
and the overall purpose it served in nature. Thus a magnet literally “attracts” little pieces 
of metal, and the stars really do have a purpose in their heavenly wanderings. Not only 
do all the things and creatures of the universe have their purposes, but the universe itself 
has its purpose too. Indeed, it is this ultimate purpose of the universe that gives all the 
particular things their significance. Indeed, for Aristotle, the idea that the universe as a 
whole might not have a purpose would have been absurd. One of his most famous argu- 
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ments is aimed at showing why there must be an ultimate purpose, a “first (Final) cause,” 
or what he calls, “the prime mover.” 


FROM METAPHYSICS 
BY ARISTOTLE?! 


Moreover, it is obvious that there is some first principle, and that the causes of 
things are not infinitely many either in a direct sequence or in kind. For the material 
generation of one thing from another cannot go on in an infinite progression (e.g. 
flesh from earth, earth from air, air from fire, and so on without a stop); nor can the 
source of motion (e.g. man be moved by air, air by the sun, the sun by Strife, with 
no limit to the series). In the same way neither can the Final Cause [that is, pur- 
poses] recede to infinity—walking having health for its object, and health happi- 
ness, and happiness something else: one thing always being done for the sake of an- 
other. And it is just the same with the Formal Cause [that is, the essence]. For in the 
case of all intermediate terms of a series which are contained between a first and 
last term, the prior term is necessarily the cause of those which follow it; because if 
we had to say which of the three is the cause, we should say “the first.” At any rate 
it is not the last term, because what comes at the end is not the cause of anything. 
Neither, again, is the intermediate term, which is only the cause of one (and it 
makes no difference whether there is one intermediate term or several, nor whether 
they are infinite or limited in number). But of series which are infinite in this way, 
and in general of the infinite, all the parts are equally intermediate, down to the 
present moment. Thus if there is no first term, there is no cause at all. 


The argument, simply stated, is that teleological explanations cannot go on forever, 
or what philosophers sometimes call an infinite regress. For Aristotle, if x exists for 
the purpose of y and y exists for the purpose of z, there must be some ultimate purpose 
that will explain them all. A similar argument can be made with regard to efficient causes, 
that if p makes g happen and r makes p happen and so on, there must be an end to the 
“and so on,” and so too with the material cause and the formal cause. But the most ex- 
citing aspect of this infinite regress argument is the idea that the universe itself must 
have a purpose, a Final cause, a “prime mover” that Aristotle characterizes as “pure 
thought, thinking about itself.” It is an obscure but intriguing idea, which was taken up 
by Christian theology as an apt characterization of the Christian God (see Chapter 5). But 
Aristotle’s prime mover has few of the characteristics of the Judeo-Christian-Islamic 
God; he (it) did not create the universe and has no special concern for man. The prime 
mover is more of a metaphysical necessity than a proper object of worship. But it is not 
too far-fetched to say that Aristotle, like most of the Greeks, viewed the universe as some- 
thing like a cosmic organism, with an ultimate purpose, whose ultimate goal was think- 
ing itself. 


21 Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. Hugh Tredennick, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933 
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We can appreciate how this cosmology would become a source of inspiration for a 
great many philosophers, poets, and religious people. In more recent centuries, for ex- 
ample, it was used as a welcome alternative to the nuts and bolts materialism of modern 
Newtonian science (as we shall see in Leibniz). Tied to the technical details of Aristo- 
tle’s ontology is an extremely imaginative cosmology: the picture of a purposeful uni- 
verse, developing according to its own goals and principles. It is a fascinating picture 
and still an attractive alternative to the lifeless picture of the physical universe that is so 
central to our modern scientific outlook. 


+ What is teleology? To what extent do we still rely on teleo- 
logical explanations? 


F. MODERN METAPHYSICS: 
DESCARTES, SPINOZA, AND LEIBNIZ 


Throughout the Middle Ages, philosophers and theologians developed elaborate sys- 
tems of metaphysics, many of them derived directly or indirectly from the thoughts and 
theories of Plato and Aristotle. Inherent in all such systems was the confidence that the 
world is ultimately intelligible, and that the truths that reason can discern about reality 
are not only true, but necessarily true. Throughout this rich millennium of philosophy 
(from the later days of the Roman Empire through the Renaissance and Reformation), 
philosophy and theology in Europe became pretty much a single subject, until the rise 
of the “new” science in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. At that time a series of 
revolutions took place that justify a discussion about the beginning of the “modern” era 
of philosophy. What distinguished these revolutions was not a separation from religion 
and theology (most of these philosophers were pious theists whose God played a central 
role in their thinking), but rather a new boldness of thought, often in contradiction with 
church authority and strikingly original in its form. The father of these revolutions was 
René Descartes (whom we met earlier in our introduction), whose philosophy repre- 
sented a radically new turn in some very old ways of metaphysical thinking. (We should 
remind ourselves that no thinker, however bold or brilliant, carries off a revolution all 
alone. Generations paved the way for Descartes’ revolution.) 

Descartes’ metaphysics was derived from ancient concerns, and in particular from the 
Aristotelian notion of substance as it had developed through the intervening centuries of 
Judeo-Christian and Arabic-Islamic theology during the Middle Ages. It was also a prod- 
uct of modern science, which was rapidly developing under the guidance of such geniuses 
as Copernicus and Galileo, and soon, under Sir Isaac Newton. And as with Aristotle, one 
of Descartes’ central concerns was teleology, the purposiveness of the world, but in the 
new religious climate the question of purposiveness was focused wholly on the Being 
through whom all purposes were to be ultimately explained, the Judeo-Christian-Islamic 
God. But this sense of purpose (or final causality) started to run counter to the notions of 
efficient and material causality that had already come to rule modern science. With the 
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birth of modern science and the modern world, the clash between the teleological visions 
of faith and the causal explanations of science became inevitable. 

The most dramatic new ingredient in modern metaphysics, however, was a concept 
that played virtually no role in ancient metaphysics at all, and that was the notion of 
mind or consciousness. To be sure, the Greeks talked about their own psychological 
states. (Aristotle wrote long discussions of such emotions as anger, for example. Homer 
often described the psychology of his heroes, but almost always in physiological terms.) 
But the idea of a mind as a self-contained arena—what the contemporary philosopher 
Daniel Dennett has dubbed “the Cartesian theater”—is distinctively new. One can 
trace its development through the centuries by way of the ever-increasing Christian 
emphasis on the soul and inner personal experience, but it is only in modern meta- 
physics that we get the full-blown view that what the world is made of, the ultimate 
reality of things, is the mind. This view, in general, is called idealism. For a few ec- 
centric philosophers, this might be taken to mean that the reality of the world is a 
function of one’s individual mind, but most idealists had something much grander in 
mind, as we shall see. Deriving their views from medieval Christianity, for example, 
some philosophers suggested that there is ultimately only one mind, or one supreme 
mind, and that is the mind of God. Others suggested that mind pervades everything, 
both God and everything else. In one sense, this view is plausible: we realize that we 
know about the things of reality only by way of their effects (direct or indirect) on 
our minds. But whether they exist only because of our minds is a much more radical 
proposition, and whether our minds are “free” to conceive of things and determine our 
actions, in the light of modern science, will become one of the most pressing concerns 
of philosophy. 

Descartes’ metaphysical system was an amalgam of the latest theories in science and 
mathematics (some of which he discovered), established theology, and the new science 
of psychology. The method itself (discussed briefly in the introduction) was based on the 
model of mathematical proof, starting with premises that were self-evident and arguing 
deductively to conclusions that were therefore equally certain. We consider Descartes’ 
contributions to knowledge—and the famous arguments beginning with his Cogito (“I 
think, therefore I am”)—in the following chapter. Here we consider Descartes’ equally 
famous metaphysical model of the world, one which has set the stage for much of phi- 
losophy ever since. (The basic idea that mind and body are distinct is still referred to as 
Cartesian dualism.) Next we look at Descartes’ two most famous and brilliant followers, 
who developed elaborate metaphysical systems quite different from—and in opposition 
to—his own. The first is a Jewish philosopher, excommunicated for his heresies, who 
lived his life in poverty on the outskirts of Amsterdam. He is Benedictus? de Spinoza 
(1632-1677). The second is his slightly younger contemporary, Gottfried Wilhelm 
von Leibniz (1646—1716), Germany’s first, great, modern philosopher. Together, they 
present us with the classics in modern Western metaphysics, three very different specu- 
lations on the nature of the world. 


2Born Baruch, he changed his name after he was excommunicated from the Jewish faith 


F. MODERN METAPHYSICS: DESCARTES, SPINOZA, AND LEIBNIZ 91 


1. René Descartes 


Modern metaphysics begins with Descartes’ insistence upon perfect certainty and math- 
ematical deduction as the legitimate methodology. But methodology aside, metaphysics 
is a continuous enterprise from the Greeks through medieval philosophy, with Descartes 
its direct heir. We should not be surprised, for example, to find that the central con- 
cept of Descartes’ metaphysics is substance, and that his definition of it (and the term 
itself) comes straight from Aristotle: “a thing existing in such a manner that it has need 
of no other thing in order to exist.” (Both Spinoza and Leibniz follow Descartes in tak- 
ing substance as their central concept, and they follow him also in their method. The 
three philosophers are usually grouped together as a single school of thought called 
Rationalism.) 

Descartes’ metaphysics can be understood best in terms of a monumental historical 
conflict between the “new” science (developed by Galileo and others) and the estab- 
lished authority of the Roman Catholic Church. Descartes, like many of the most im- 
portant philosophers to follow him, was both an enthusiast of the new science—in fact 
he was an important contributor to both science and its mathematical foundations—and 
a religious man. He could not tolerate the idea that science should replace the orderly, 
meaningful worldview of Christianity with a Godless, amoral universe of mere “matter 
in motion.” Neither could Descartes ever agree that science should reduce human exis- 
tence—in particular, the thinking self—to another mere machine. (It is often noted that 
Descartes did think that animals were mere machines: What we too generously attribute 
to them by way of learning and responding to the environment is in fact nothing but a 
mechanical adjustment.) Accordingly, his metaphysics divides the world into three 
sorts of “substances”: God; the mind, or self; and physical, material being. The latter 
two sorts of substances are, of course, created by and dependent on God. Indeed, 
Descartes begins all his studies with a proof of the existence of the world (and one’s 
knowledge of it) that rests on the presumption of God’s goodness. Because God is ra- 
tional and good, we can trust (within limits) our own limited knowledge of the world. 
(We examine some of these proofs and arguments in the following chapter.) But because 
the world (of minds and matter) depends on God, there is no danger that science should 
leave us with a Godless, meaningless, mechanical universe. In Aristotelian terms, the ul- 
timate causes in the universe are “final” (or purposive) causes, not “efficient” (or me- 
chanical) causes. The physical world is God’s creation; and though it must be under- 
stood by science according to causal mechanisms, it is, nevertheless, within the domain 
of God’s providence. 

Within the domain of nature there are two (sorts of) substances, mind and body. Be- 
cause these are substances, they are utterly distinct and independent. One immediate ad- 
vantage of this “Cartesian dualism” is that the science of mind and the science of phys- 
ical bodies (like theology and science) do not and cannot contradict one another. There 
is a science of the self and a science of physics, and there is no reason to suppose that 
science will deny the freedom of the self anymore than there is reason to fear that sci- 
ence will ultimately conflict with theology. What is true of physical bodies is not what 
is true of minds, and vice versa. Bodies may be wholly constrained by the laws of 
physics, but minds are free. 
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What is substance, according to Descartes? He deliniates three different kinds: 


ON SUBSTANCE 
BY RENE DESCARTES” 


PRINCIPLE LI 


What substance is, and that it is a name which we cannot attribute in the same 
sense to God and to His creatures. 


As regards these matters which we consider as being things or modes of things, it is 
necessary that we should examine them here one by one. By substance, we can un- 
derstand nothing else than a thing which so exists that it needs no other thing in 
order to exist. And in fact only one single substance can be understood which 
clearly needs nothing else, namely, God. We perceive that all other things can exist 
only by the help of the concourse of God. That is why the word substance does not 
pertain univoce to God and to other things, as they say in the Schools, that is, no 
common signification for this appellation which will apply equally to God and to 
them can be distinctly understood. 


PRINCIPLE LII 


That it may be attributed univocally to the soul and to body, and how we know sub- 
stance. 


Created substances, however, whether corporeal or thinking, may be conceived 
under this common concept; for they are things which need only the concurrence of 
God in order to exist. But yet substance cannot be first discovered merely from the 
fact that it is a thing that exists, for that fact alone is not observed by us. We may, 
however, easily discover it by means of any one of its attributes because it is a com- 
mon notion that nothing is possessed of no attributes, properties, or qualities. For 
this reason, when we perceive any attribute, we therefore conclude that some exist- 
ing thing or substance to which it may be attributed, is necessarily present. 


PRINCIPLE LIII 


That each substance has a principal attribute, and that the attribute of the mind is 
thought, while that of body is extension. 


But although any one attribute is sufficient to give us a knowledge of substance, 

there is always one principal property of substance which constitutes its nature and 
essence, and on which all the others depend. Thus extension in length, breadth and 
depth, constitutes the nature of corporeal substance; and thought constitutes the na- 


23René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, ed. E. Haldane and 
G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 
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Extension in ture of thinking substance. For all else that may be 
attributed to body presupposes extension, and is but 
leng th, breadth à a mode of this extended thing; as everything that we 
and depth, consti- find in mind is but so many diverse forms of thinking. 
tutes the nature Thus, for example, we cannot conceive figure but as 


C of corporea l r extended thing, nor movement but as in an ex- 
ended space; so imagination, feeling, and will, only 
substance; and exist in a thinking thing. But, on the other hand, we 
thou ght constitutes can conceive extension without figure or action, and 
. thinking without imagination or sensation, and so on 
the nature of think- with the rest; as is quite clear to anyone who attends to 
ing substance. the matter. 


This is to say, following Aristotle, everything is either a substance or an attribute of sub- 
stance, and a substance (as opposed to an attribute) can be thought of independently and 
can exist independently. Strictly speaking, this is true only of God. But we can also so 
define physical and mental substances. What defines physical substance, Descartes tells 
us, is its extension in space. Mind, by contrast, is unextended; that is, a thought does not 
have (in the sense that a wooden box has) a location in the physical dimensions of space. 


PRINCIPLE LIV 
That the nature of body consists . . . in . . . extension alone. 


The nature of matter or of body in its universal aspect, does not consist in its being 
hard, or heavy, or coloured, or one that affects our senses in some other way, but 
solely in the fact that it is a substance extended in length, breadth and depth. . . . If, 
whenever we moved our hands in some direction, all the bodies in that part re- 
treated with the same velocity as our hands approached them, we should never feel 
hardness; and yet we have no reason to believe that the bodies which recede in this 
way would on this account lose what makes them bodies. It follows from this that 
the nature of body does not consist in hardness. The same reason shows us that 
weight, colour, and all the other qualities of the kind that is perceived in corporeal 
matter, may be taken from it, it remaining meanwhile entire: it thus follows that the 
nature of body depends on none of these. 


PRINCIPLE XIII 
What external place is... 


The words place and space signify nothing different from the body which is said to 
be in a place, and merely designate its magnitude, figure, and situation as regards 
other bodies. . .. For example, if we consider a man seated at the stern of a vessel 
when it is carried out to sea, he may be said to be in one place if we regard the parts 
of the vessel .. . : and yet he will be found continually to change his position, if re- 
gard be paid to the neighbouring shores. . . . But if at length we are persuaded that 
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there are no points in the universe that are really immovable, as will presently be 
shown to be probable, we shall conclude that there is nothing that has a permanent 
place except in so far as it is fixed by our thought. 


Although physical nature is ruled by mechanical, causal laws, mental substance (the 
mind, the self) is defined by its freedom. 


PRINCIPLE XXXIX 
That freedom of the will is self-evident. 


Finally it is so evident that we are possessed of a free will that can give or withhold 
its assent, that this may be counted as one of the first and most ordinary notions that 
are found innately in us. We had before a very clear proof of this, for at the same 
time as we tried to doubt all things and even supposed that He who created us em- 
ployed His unlimited powers in deceiving us in every way, we perceived in our- 
selves a liberty such that we were able to abstain from believing what was not per- 
fectly certain and indubitable. But that of which we could not doubt at such a time 
is as self-evident and clear as anything we can ever know. 


But the mind not only “wills”; it also understands. We perceive the world and come to 
know its objects. But since the physical world and the mind are two distinct substances, 
how can there be a link between the two? The answer is that we have ideas, which are 
states of mind but nevertheless represent objects in the world that are their causes. How- 
ever, this raises a number of ancient and more modern problems. Descartes, like Plato 
and Aristotle, has far more faith in reason and its favorite methods (e.g., mathematics) 
than he does in perception and the information gleaned from the senses. The senses can 
fool us, and we tend to rush to judgment prematurely on the basis of sensory experience. 
For instance: 


FROM “MEDITATION VI” 
BY RENE DESCARTES™ 


When I feel pain in my foot, my knowledge of physics teaches me that this sensa- 
tion is communicated by means of nerves dispersed through the foot, which, being 
extended like cords from there to the brain, when they are contracted in the foot, at 
the same time contract the inmost portions of the brain which is their extremity and 
place of origin, and then excite a certain movement which nature has established in 
order to cause the mind to be affected by a sensation of pain represented as existing 
in the foot. But because these nerves must pass through the tibia, the thigh, the 
loins, the back and the neck, in order to reach from the leg to the brain, it may hap- 


MRené Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans Elizabeth 
S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press 
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pen that although their extremities which are in the foot are not affected, but only 
certain ones of their intervening parts, this action will excite the same movement in 
the brain that might have been excited there by a hurt received in the foot, in conse- 
quence of which the mind will necessarily feel in the foot the same pain as if it had 
received a hurt. And the same holds good of all the other perceptions of our senses. 
eee 
From this it is quite clear that, notwithstanding the supreme goodness of God, 
the nature of man, inasmuch as it is composed of mind and body, cannot be other- 
wise than sometimes a source of deception. 


But there is another source of ideas in addition to those caused in us by perception. There 
are also innate ideas, those implanted in us by God. Because of innate ideas we can know 
certain propositions to be true for certain (e.g., the propositions of geometry, as Plato 
also had argued), It is because of innate ideas that we are able to reason and, in particu- 
lar, to do philosophy, to know God, to know universal truths. But even here a dramatic 
difference must be noted between Descartes and his ancient predecessors. Plato and 
Aristotle would have claimed to know reality itself (whether this consisted of Forms or 
essences). But Descartes ultimately claims that we know only the ideas. There is always 
that gap between the mind and the world that the ancients never allowed and never en- 
tertained. Thus the doctrine of innate ideas might be said to play an even more essential 
role in Descartes’ philosophy than in Plato’s. Nevertheless, in his time Descartes was ac- 
cused by the Roman Catholic Church of overreaching our claim to knowledge: His claim 
that the human mind has access to the truth through innate ideas was still a challenge to 
the church’s claim to being the sole authority in all ultimate matters. 

The most difficult problem facing Descartes’ philosophy, however, was the relation- 
ship between the various substances. How could God create a substance if that so-called 
substance were then dependent on God? For example, how could one substance interact 
with another as physical objects must do if they are to cause in us a perception? In gen- 
eral, how do the mind and the body interact, as surely they must, on Descartes’ account? 
By definition substances are distinct and independent; interaction would seem to be in- 
terdependence and not logically possible. These are the questions that most bothered 
Spinoza and Leibniz—the questions that would define much of philosophy for years to 
come. 

With the rise of modern science, it became the generally accepted view that the uni- 
verse was a giant machine, perhaps set up by God, but in any case a well-coordinated 
and predictable mechanism. Isaac Newton’s discovery of the causal laws of motion and 
gravity only brought to a climax a scientific worldview that had been in the making for 
centuries. And though ancient animism was still alive and belief in God and spirituality 
was still virtually universal, the modern mechanical view of reality was an absolutely 
unavoidable consideration for any metaphysician. 

Both Spinoza and Leibniz fully appreciated this modern scientific view, although 
they interpreted it very differently. They were both religious men. (Spinoza, ironically, 
was branded an atheist and his philosophy banned from most of Europe.) They both ac- 
cepted Descartes’ “rationalist,” deductive method and both developed their thinking 
along the lines of a geometrical system. They both began by considering the concept of 
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substance. Yet Spinoza emerged as a monist, Leibniz as a pluralist. In viewing their im- 
pressive systems of thought, it is important to keep in mind the long history we have 
quickly reviewed, the powerful influences of Christianity and science, and, most impor- 
tantly, the various metaphysical problems to which we were introduced in the preceding 
chapter. 


What are the similarities between Cartesian dualism and 
Plato's view of reality? 

+ Do we perceive substances, according to Descartes? If not, 
what do we perceive? 

+ Why does Descartes think that the body is a source of decep- 
tion? Give evidence from your own experience that supports 
this claim. 


2. Benedictus de Spinoza 


Spinoza’s Ethics is one of the few modern works that is accepted as an unqualified clas- 
sic by virtually everyone in philosophy. It is the author’s only major work. Spinoza was 
an avid political reformer, particularly on the issue of religious toleration, and even in 
liberal Amsterdam that made him a dangerous person to know. The following work, 
which, as you will see, is much more than a study in ethics, was his most forceful con- 
tribution to the issue of tolerance. Spinoza introduced a shockingly radical reinterpreta- 
tion of God and His relation to the universe. He also gave an equally shocking theory of 
our roles in the universe. So while you are attempting to comprehend these difficult 
statements and proofs about “substance,” keep your mind open for the dramatic changes 
in the way Spinoza teaches us to look at our world and for his radical rethinking of Ju- 
daism. 
Spinoza begins with a set of definitions: 


FROM ETHICS 
BY BENEDICTUS DE SPINOZA?” 


DEFINITIONS 


I. By that which is self-caused, I mean that of which the essence involves 
existence, or that of which the nature is only conceivable as existent. 

Il. A thing is called finite after its kind, when it can be limited by another thing 
of the same nature; for instance, a body is called finite because we always 
conceive another greater body. So, also, a thought is limited by another 
thought, but a body is not limited by thought, nor a thought by body. 

Il. By substance, I mean that which is in itself, and is conceived through itself: 
in other words, that of which a conception can be formed independently of 
any other conception. 


2SBenedictus de Spinoza, from Ethics, in The Rationalists, trans. R. H. M. Elwes, New York: Doubleday, 1960. 
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IV. By attribute, I mean that which the intellect perceives as constituting the 
essence of substance. 
V. By mode, I mean the modifications of substance, or that which exists in, and 
is conceived through, something other than itself. 
VI. By God, I mean a being absolutely infinite—that is, a substance consisting 
in infinite attributes, in which each expresses eternal and infinite essentiality. 
VII. That thing is called free, which exists solely by the necessity of its own nature, 
and of which the action is determined by itself alone. On the other hand, that 
thing is necessary, or rather constrained, which is determined by something 
external to itself to a fixed and definite method of existence or action. 
VIII. By eternity, I mean existence itself, in so far as it is conceived necessarily to 
follow solely from the definition of that which is eternal. 


These definitions sound much more forbidding than they really are. Notice first how 
many of these terms and definitions are familiar to us from Aristotle: for example, the 
definition of substance as the basic “stuff” that has various properties but is dependent 
only on itself and can be thought of without thinking of anything else. Attributes and 
modes, on the other hand, are properties: attributes consist of essential characteristics of 
a substance; modes are modifications of attributes. (For example, having a body is an at- 
tribute of substance; being blond and blue-eyed are merely modes.) The cause-of-itself 
is like Aristotle’s prime mover, but with some very important differences. Spinoza’s 
“mover” turns out to be identical to the universe, and Spinoza’s “God” is much more 
than “thought thinking itself;’ as in Aristotle. But the basic starting point of the entire 
system, as summarized in these definitions and axioms, is the Aristotelian notion of sub- 
stance. Like the ancient metaphysicians, Spinoza insists that whatever really exists, ex- 
ists eternally (Definition VIII). But that also means—there can be no Creation and no 
Creator! 

As in geometry, the definitions are followed by a set of axioms, that is, principles that 
are so obvious that they need no defense. In plane geometry, such an axiom would be 
“the shortest distance between two points is a straight line.” Spinoza’s axioms may not 
seem quite so obvious at first glance, partly because of the unfamiliarity of his meta- 
physical terminology. 


AXIOMS 


Everything which 
exists, exists either I. Everything which exists, exists either in itself or in 
in itself or in something else. 

II. That which cannot be conceived through anything 

something else. else must be conceived through itself. 

III. From a given definite cause an effect necessarily 
follows, and, on the other hand, if no definite cause be granted, it is impossible 
that an effect can follow. 

IV. The knowledge of an effect depends on and involves the knowledge of a cause. 
V. Things which have nothing in common cannot be understood, the one by 
means of the other; the conception of one does not involve the conception of 
the other. 
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| VI. A true idea must correspond with its ideate or object. 
| VIL Ifa thing can be conceived as non-existing, its essence does not involve 
| existence. 


You can see that the axioms follow approximately the same sequence as the defi- 
nitions, and the axioms in most cases are based on the definitions, although they do not 
strictly follow from them. For example, Axiom I, like Definition I, concerns the idea that 
everything has an explanation. Definition I, although stated in terms of “cause” (“self- 
caused”), concerns that which must exist if it can just be thought of. Axiom I says that 
everything must either be explainable through itself (that is, “self-caused”) or through 
something else. 

Similarly, Definition II uses a technical term (“finite after its kind”) to talk about 
things that can be explained only by reference to something greater, while Axiom II says 
that anything that cannot be so explained must be explained simply in terms of itself 
(“self-caused” again). Axioms III and IV outline the basic principles of cause and effect: 
that is, that a cause makes its effect happen necessarily, and without the cause, there 
would be no effect, and that the knowledge of the effect depends on knowing the cause. 
(These principles have had a long and important history in both metaphysics and theo- 
ries of science and knowledge. They will play a key role in Spinoza’s theory of deter- 
minism [the idea that everything happens necessarily because of its causes] and in “de- 
terministic” theories generally. These will be discussed in Chapter 7 in detail.) Axioms 
V-VII return to the central theme of explanation begun in Axioms I and II; Axiom V in- 
sists that one thing can be explained in terms of another only if they have “something in 
common.” Thus you explain one physical event in terms of another physical event (since 
they have in common certain physical properties). Axiom VI repeats the important as- 
sumption we made explicit at the end of Chapter 1, namely, that our ideas are capable of 
grasping reality. (This axiom also states a seemingly innocent theory of truth, often 
called “the correspondence theory of truth,” which says that “a true idea corresponds 
with some actual fact [ideate or object] in the world.” This is discussed in Chapter 4.) 
Axiom VII returns to the idea of “essence involving existence,” in other words, that 
which is self-caused, or substance or God. Axiom VII is stated negatively, however, and 
says that if we can think of something as not existing (for example, we can imagine what 
it would be like to live in a world without freeways, or without stars, or even without 
other people), then “its essence does not involve existence.” That is, existing is not one 
of its essential characteristics and it is not “self-caused.” 

The general theme of the axioms is that everything has an explanation for its 
existence, either by reference to something else or because it is “self-caused” or 
self-explanatory, that is, its “essence involves its existence” or it is entirely “in itself and 
conceived through itself.” This last phrase is from the definition of “substance” (Def. 
III), so you can see how, even in his axioms and definitions, Spinoza is setting up his 
main thesis—that there can only be one substance. 

Starting with these definitions and axioms, which he takes to be unobjectionable, 
Spinoza begins the “proofs” of his “propositions,” which follow like the theorems of Eu- 
clidean geometry from the definitions of terms such as “line,” “point,” and “parallel.” 
Again, these look forbidding, but their philosophical relevance should be clear. 
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PROPOSITIONS 


PROP. I. Substance is by nature prior to its modifications. 

Proof.—This is clear from Def. iii. and v. 

PROP. II. Two substances, whose attributes are different, have nothing in com- 
mon, 

Proof.—A\so evident from Def. iii. For each must exist in itself, and be con- 
ceived through itself; in other words, the conception of one does not imply the 
conception of the other. 

PROP. III. Things which have nothing in common cannot be one the cause of the 
other. 

Proof, —If they have nothing in common, it follows that one cannot be appre- 
hended by means of the other (Ax. v.), and, therefore, one cannot be the cause of 
the other (Ax. iv.). Q.E.D. [Latin, quod erat demonstrandum, a phrase used in tradi- 
tional logic meaning “thus it is proven.”] 

PROP. IV. Tivo or more distinct things are distinguished one from the other ei- 
ther by the difference of the attributes of the substances, or by the difference of their 
modifications. 

Proof, —Everything which exists, exists either in itself or in something else (Ax. 
i.), —that is (by Def. iii. and v.), nothing is granted in addition to the understanding, 
except substance and its modifications. Nothing is, therefore, given besides the un- 
derstanding, by which several things may be distinguished one from the other, ex- 
cept the substances, or, in other words (see Ax. iv.), their attributes and 
modifications. Q.E.D. 

PROP. V. There cannot exist in the universe two or more substances having the 
same nature or attribute. 

Proof, —If several distinct substances be granted, they must be distinguished one 
from the other, either by the difference of their attributes, or by the difference of 
their modifications (Prop. iv.). If only by the difference of their attributes, it will be 
granted that there cannot be more than one with an identical attribute. If by the dif- 
ference of their modifications—as substance is naturally prior to its modifications 
(Prop. i.),—it follows that setting the modifications aside, and considering sub- 
stance in itself, that is truly (Deff. iii. and vi.), there cannot be conceived one sub- 
stance different from another,—that is (by Prop. iv.), there cannot be granted sev- 
eral substances, but one substance only. Q.E.D. 

PROP. VI. One substance cannot be produced by another substance. 

Proof —It is impossible that there should be in the universe two substances with 
an identical attribute, i.e., which have anything common to them both (Prop. ii.), 
and, therefore (Prop. iii.), one cannot be the cause of another, neither can one be 
produced by the other. Q.E.D. 


So far, the main point is quite simple: if there is more than one substance, the sub- 


stances could have no possible relation to each other. Therefore, by a kind of reductio ad 
absurdum argument, there can only be one substance. In the propositions that follow 
(and especially the note to Prop. VIII) this is demonstrated again: 
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PROP. VII. Existence belongs to the nature of substance. 

Proof. —Substance cannot be produced by anything external (Corollary, Prop. 
vi.), it must, therefore, be its own cause—that is, its essence necessarily involves 
existence, or existence belongs to its nature. 

PROP. VIII. Every substance is necessarily infinite. 

Proof. —There can only be one substance with an identical attribute, and 
existence follows from its nature (Prop. vii.); its nature, therefore, involves 
existence, either as finite or infinite. It does not exist as finite, for (by Def. ii.) it 
would then be limited by something else of the same kind, which would also neces- 
sarily exist (Prop. vii.); and there would be two substances with an identical attrib- 
ute, which is absurd (Prop. v.). It therefore exists as infinite. Q.E.D. 

Note.—No doubt it will be difficult for those who think about things loosely, 
and have not been accustomed to know them by their primary causes, to compre- 
hend the demonstration of Prop. vii.: for such persons make no distinction between 
the modifications of substances and the substances themselves, and are ignorant of 
the manner in which things are produced; hence they attribute to substances the be- 
ginning which they observe in natural objects. Those who are ignorant of true 
causes, make complete confusion—think that trees might talk just as well as 
men—that men might be formed from stones as well as from seed; and imagine 
that any form might be changed into any other. So, also, those who confuse the two 
natures, divine and human, readily attribute human passions to the deity, especially 
so long as they do not know how passions originate in the mind. But, if people 
would consider the nature of substance, they would have no doubt about the truth of 
Prop. vii. In fact, this proposition would be a universal axiom, and accounted a tru- 
ism. For, by substance, would be understood that which is in itself, and is conceived 
through itself—that is, something of which the conception requires not the concep- 
tion of anything else; whereas modifications exist in something external to them- 
selves, and a conception of them is formed by means of a conception of the thing in 
which they exist. Therefore, we may have true ideas of non-existent modifications; 
for, although they may have no actual existence apart from the conceiving intellect, 
yet their essence is so involved in something external to themselves that they may 
through it be conceived. Whereas the only truth substances can have, external to the 
intellect, must consist in their existence, because they are conceived through them- 
selves. Therefore, for a person to say that he has a clear and distinct—that is, a 
true—idea of a substance, but that he is not sure whether such substance exists, 
would be the same as if he said that he had a true idea, but was not sure whether or 
not it was false (a little consideration will make this plain); or if anyone affirmed 
that substance is created, it would be the same as saying that a false idea was true— 
in short, the height of absurdity. It must, then, necessarily be admitted that the exis- 
tence of substance as its essence is an eternal truth. And we can hence conclude by 
another process of reasoning—that there is but one such substance. 


This last phrase summarizes the key doctrine of the entire Ethics, that there can be 
but one substance. The argument in this note, which insists that the essence of substance 
includes its existence, was a very popular argument throughout the Middle Ages. It 
means, quite simply, that if you can even imagine something whose essence includes ex- 
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istence, then you know that thing necessarily exists. In a further digression (but it is the 
digressions that often contain the most philosophy), Spinoza adopts Aristotle's insis- 
tence (see p. 87) that everything (or every event) must have its cause: 


There is necessarily for each individual existent thing a cause why it should exist. 
This cause of existence must either be contained in the nature and definition of 
the thing defined, or must be postulated apart from such definition. 


Such an assertion gives Aristotle the basis for his “prime mover” argument. But Spin- 
oza, unlike Aristotle, has no qualms about the idea of an “infinite regress”; in his view, 
the universe extends back in time forever, has always existed, and at no time ever came 
into existence. 

What then follows is the working-out of the notion that there is one substance: 


PROP. IX. The more reality or being a thing has, the greater the number of its 
attributes (Def. iv.). 

PROP. X. Each particular attribute of the one substance must be conceived 
through itself. 

Proof.—An attribute is that which the intellect perceives of substance, as consti- 
tuting its essence (Def. iv.), and, therefore, must be conceived through itself (Def. 
iii.). Q.E.D. 


Spinoza goes on to explain that, although we might think of different attributes sepa- 
rately (for example, think of minds and bodies as totally different from each other), we 
must not conclude that they are different substances. They are rather separate properties 
of one and the same substance. He then concludes: 


Consequently it is abundantly clear, that an absolutely infinite being must necessar- 
ily be defined as consisting in infinite attributes, each of which expresses a certain 
eternal and infinite essence. 

If anyone now ask, by what sign shall he be able to distinguish different sub- 
stances, let him read the following propositions, which show that there is but one 
substance in the universe, and that it is absolutely infinite, wherefore such a sign 
would be sought for in vain. 


Now this looks complicated, but we can appreciate its straightforward significance by 
looking at it through our earlier questions in ontology and cosmology (pp. 96-97): first, 
“How many substances does Spinoza say that there are (and must be)?” Only one—he 
is a monist, like the earliest pre-Socratics, Descartes, Spinoza’s immediate predecessor, 
had argued that there are three kinds of substance: bodies, minds, and God. Spinoza, 
however, argues that the very definition of substance makes it necessary that there be 
only one substance and that bodies and minds are attributes of this one substance, not 
substances themselves. 

So the answer to our second ontological question, “What kind of substances?” is “one 
infinite substance,” the full nature of which we cannot know. But at least we know two 
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of its properties, namely body and mind. Now notice that this gets around a problem that 
will plague Descartes (see Chapter 6): How can different substances, which by defini- 
tion are independent, interact with one another (our fourth question)? If mind and body 
are separate substances, then how can they come together to form a person? For Spin- 
oza, since there is only one substance, this problem does not arise. With regard to our 
third question, “How do we distinguish different things (attributes, bodies, and minds)?” 
Spinoza’s answer is fantastic; there is ultimately only one body, namely the physical uni- 
verse, and one mind, namely all of the thinking in the universe (which in turn are differ- 
ent attributes of the one substance). This means that distinctions between our bodies 
(“my” body and “your” body) and between our bodies and the rest of the physical uni- 
verse are ultimately unwarranted, a humanistic pretension that has no basis in reality. 
But even more surprising is the idea that there is but a single mind and that our individ- 
ual minds are somehow only “part of it” (that is, particular modes) but not individual 
minds at all! Your pride in your “individuality,” therefore, has no foundation in reality. 
You are only a part of that one cosmic substance, the universe. 

But the universe is also God. Here is where the innocent-looking obscurity of Spin- 
oza’s system becomes the heresy that was banned throughout Europe. By Proposition X, 
Spinoza has proved that God, substance, and the cause-of-itself are all identical. In the 
next few propositions, he proves that God necessarily exists (we shall see similar proofs 
in Chapter 2). Then, Proposition XIV: “Besides God, no substance can be granted or 
conceived.” This means that God and the universe are one and the same. This position, 
called pantheism (literally, “everything is God”), was considered sacrilege, even in lib- 
eral Amsterdam. It means, against all traditional Judeo-Christian teachings, that God has 
no existence independent of the universe and that He therefore cannot be its Creator. 
Look again at the explanation to Definition VIII and then at Proposition XV and those 
that follow: 


PROP. XV. Whatsoever is, is in God, and without God nothing can be, or be 
conceived. 

PROP. XVI. From the necessity of the divine nature must follow an infinite num- 
ber of things in infinite ways—that is, all things which can fall within the sphere of 
infinite intellect. 

PROP. XVII. God acts solely by the laws of his own nature, and is not con- 
strained by anyone. 

PROP. XVIII. God is the indwelling and not the transient cause of all things. 

PROP. XIX. God, and all the attributes of God, are eternal. 

PROP. XX. The existence of God and his essence are one and the same. 

PROP. XXI. All things which follow from the absolute nature of any attribute of 
God must always exist and be infinite, or, in other words, are eternal and infinite 
through the said attribute. 

PROP. XXII. Whatever follows from any attribute of God, in so far as it is 
modified by a modification, which exists necessarily and as infinite, through the 

said attribute, must also exist necessarily and as infinite. 

PROP. XXIII. Every mode which exists both necessarily and as infinite must 
necessarily follow either from the absolute nature of some attribute of God, or from 
an attribute modified by a modification which exists necessarily and as infinite. 
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| PROP. XXIV. The essence of things produced by God does not involve existence. 
| PROP. XXV. God is the efficient cause not only of the existence of things, but 
also of their essence. 


Yes, Spinoza believes in God. But God is nothing other than the universe. He has few 
of the characteristics traditionally attributed to Him and worshiped in Him. For exam- 
ple, Spinoza goes on to argue, on the basis of what he has said already, that God has no 
will, that He doesn’t do anything, and, ultimately, He doesn’t care about anything either, 
including humanity. Here is a scientific worldview that is so unrelenting that even New- 
ton himself would be shocked by it. This does not mean that Spinoza is a materialist; 
quite to the contrary, the importance of his constant insistence upon “the infinite attrib- 
utes of God,” of which we are capable of knowing only two (could you imagine what 
some of the others might be like?) is to say that God has not only physical existence but 
(at least) mental existence as well. 

But where the scientific outlook becomes most dramatic is in Spinoza’s defense of 
the doctrine we shall call determinism, the thesis that every event in the universe nec- 
essarily occurs as the result of its cause. The ultimate cause is God, which is to say, the 
universe itself. Once again, the terms come from Aristotle, but it is therefore important 
to insist that Spinoza does not believe—with either Aristotle or Christendom—that the 
universe has any purpose whatsoever. Nor does he believe that the universe or God has 
any beginning or end, thus answering our two sets of cosmological questions with a sin- 
gle necessary truth, once again, derived directly from the definition of substance. 

The ultimate meaning of Spinoza’s arguments for determinism is that no action, 
whether of man or God, is ever free. Everything in the universe, according to Spinoza, 
is exactly as it must be; the universe couldn’t be any other way. Nothing is so pointless 
as struggling against a universe in which everything, including our own natures and ac- 
tions, is already determined. 


PROP. XXVI. A thing which is conditioned to act in a particular manner has 
necessarily been thus conditioned by God; and that which has not been conditioned 
by God cannot condition itself to act. 

PROP. XXVII. A thing, which has been conditioned by God to act in a particu- 
lar way, cannot render itself unconditioned. 

PROP. XXVIII. Every individual thing, or everything which is finite and has a 
conditioned existence, cannot exist or be conditioned to act, unless it be condi- 
tioned for existence and action by a cause other than itself, which also is finite and 
has a conditioned existence; and likewise this cause cannot in its turn exist or be 
conditioned to act, unless it be conditioned for existence and action by another 
cause, which also is finite and has a conditioned existence, and so on to infinity. 

PROP. XXIX. Nothing in the universe is contingent, but all things are condi- 
tioned to exist and operate in a particular manner by the necessity of the divine 
nature.26 


26We are all determined by the nature of God or the universe. But then, here is a problem: Are we not then 
compelled to struggle and can’t help doing so? If so, what is the point of Spinoza’s urging us not to? 
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PROP. XXX. Intellect, in function finite, or in function infinite, must comprehend 
the attributes of God and the modifications of God, and nothing else. 

PROP. XXXI. The intellect in function, whether finite or infinite, as will, desire, 
love, & c., should be referred to passive nature and not to active nature. 

PROP. XXXII. Will cannot be called a free cause, but only a necessary 
cause. 

PROP. XXXIII. Things could not have been brought into being by God in any 
manner or in any order different from that which has in fact obtained. [God is de- 
termined too.] 

PROP. XXXIV. God's power is identical with his essence. 

PROP. XXXV. Whatsoever we conceive to be in the power of God, necessarily 
exists. 

PROP. XXXVI. There is no cause from whose nature some effect does not 
follow. 


Part II of the Ethics discusses “the Nature and Origin of the Mind.” It begins with a 
further set of definitions and axioms, most importantly, the definition of body as “ex- 
tended thing,” that is, extended in space (which Spinoza got directly from Descartes and 
the medieval philosophers) and idea, “the mental conception which is formed by the 
mind as a thinking thing.” Mind, unlike body, is defined as unextended (that is, it has 
no spatial dimensions). It is in this part that Spinoza argues those surprising doctrines 
that we have already summarized: Mind and body are each one of an infinite number of 
attributes of God, not substance themselves (as they were for Descartes), and our indi- 
vidual minds are really indistinguishable modifications of the one Great Mind of the One 
Substance. And Spinoza joins with all of his metaphysical colleagues in insisting that 
“the order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of things” 
(Prop. VII). Here again is Spinoza’s affirmation of his confidence in thought to grasp re- 
ality. (Remember Heraclitus, “thought is Being.”) 

The upshot of Part II, and the subject that dominates the Ethics for the remaining 
three parts, is Spinoza’s determinism. 


PROP. XLVIII. /n the mind there is no absolute or free will; but the mind is de- 
termined to wish this or that by a cause, which has been determined by another 
cause, and this last by another cause, and so on to infinity, 


Spinoza has none of Aristotle's fears of an “infinite regress,” and if he believes in a 
“cause-of-itself” that is not the same as a “first cause,” for there is no such thing. We 
shall talk more about this “free will and determinism” problem in Chapter 7; but it is 
worth noting, as a way of summing up, Spinoza’s drastic answer to the problem. As an 
unyielding determinist, he rejects every attempt to save some space for freedom of 
human action. But he assures us that we can, with heroic effort (Prop. XLVII), under- 
stand the nature of this determinism, and accept it gracefully. The folly is in the fighting, 
he tells us. The remainder of the Ethics is given over to the attempt to draw out the log- 
ical consequences of this stoic conclusion. 
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Part II is a long argument against emotions and what we would call “emotional in- 
volvement” as the needless cause of suffering and vice. Against them, Spinoza argues the 
virtues of human reason, which penetrates the useless involvements of the emotions and 
allows us to understand the causes of our actions and feelings. To understand an emo- 
tion, Spinoza believes, is to change and eliminate it. For example, to understand why one 
is angry, according to Spinoza, is sufficient to let us get rid of our anger. To realize that 
we are unable to change, according to Spinoza, is the only freedom we can really be said 
to have. 

What you have just seen is modern metaphysics at its most brilliant. The geometrical 
method, however, is no longer fashionable, and much of Spinoza’s language is, to us, 
antiquated and unnatural. But the intricacies of his system, the way he ties so many dif- 
ferent ideas together, the answers he gave to ancient philosophical problems, and the 
boldness with which he sets out a new vision of the universe, have made Spinoza’s phi- 
losophy widely appreciated despite his difficult style. What you are about to read, 
though, is no less astonishing, no less brilliant, and its author no less remarkable a ge- 
nius. The work from which these excerpts come is a very short work (of about ninety 
paragraphs) written by Leibniz, who begins with much the same concepts and defini- 
tions as Spinoza but ends up with a wholly different metaphysical system. (Leibniz and 
Spinoza met several times and discussed these issues. But Leibniz found Spinoza’s opin- 
ions too shocking and acquaintanceship with him too dangerous.) 


+ How does Spinoza “solve” the problem of interaction among 
substances? 
+ What is the essence of God, according to Spinoza? 


3. Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz 


Leibniz begins with the same technical notion of substance, but from it he weaves 
an entirely different but equally fantastic picture of the universe. Where Spinoza’s uni- 
verse was mechanical and wholly dependent upon causes, Leibniz’s universe is very 
much alive, and everything happens for a purpose (as in Aristotle’s ancient teleology). 
The guiding principle of Leibniz’s philosophy is called the “Principle of Sufficient Rea- 
son,” which says, simply, that there must be a reason for everything. Even God, on this 
account, cannot act capriciously but must have a reason for whatever He has created. We 
shall see that this principle is among the most important guidelines to Leibniz’s philos- 
ophy. From it, he develops a radical alternative to Isaac Newton’s physics and a spec- 
tacularly optimistic view that, because God acts according to this principle, this world 
that He created must be “the best of all possible worlds.” 

Where Spinoza argues that there can be at most one substance, Leibniz argues that 
there are many. He calls them monads. Every monad is different from every other, 
and God (who is something of a supermonad and the only “uncreated monad”) has 
created them all. The work presented here, accordingly, is called the Monadology 
(“the study of monads”), written in 1714. It is a very condensed summary of Leibniz’s 
metaphysics: 
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FROM MONADOLOGY 
By GOTTFRIED WILHELM VON LEIBNIZ? 


1. The Monad, of which we will speak here, is nothing else than a simple sub- 
stance, which goes to make up composites; by simple, we mean without parts. 

2. There must be simple substances because there are composites; for a composite 
is nothing else than a collection or aggregatum of simple substances. 


A simple substance is one that cannot be divided. The argument is curious: any “com- 
posite” is obviously divisible. That means that every composite must be “composed” of 
some simple substances that make it up. (There is a hidden infinite regress argument 
here: If there weren’t ultimately simple substances, then we could go on dividing things 
forever.) But if the simple substances were extended in space, then they too would be 
further divisible, for anything that has length, for example, no matter how small, can be 
cut in two (at least in theory). Therefore, Leibniz concludes, these basic simple sub- 
stances or monads must be immaterial and have no extension. They can have neither 
parts, nor extension, nor divisibility: 


3. Now, where there are no constituent parts there is possible neither extension, nor 
form, nor divisibility. These Monads are the true Atoms of nature, and, in fact, 
the Elements of things. 


Here, in Leibniz’s first three propositions, are the answers to our first two ontological 
questions: “How many substances are there?” Many. This answer makes Leibniz a plu- 
ralist. “What kind of substances are they?” Simple and immaterial substances, which 
makes Leibniz an immaterialist. (Don’t be misled by the term “atoms”: we are used to 
thinking of atoms as the smallest material substances, but Leibniz’s atoms are immate- 
rial.) Now, in three more propositions, Leibniz answers our first cosmological question: 
“Are these substances eternal, or do they come into being at some time? How do they 
come into being? Are they destructible?” 


4. This dissolution, therefore, is not to be feared and there is no way conceivable 
by which a simple substance can perish through natural means. 

5. For the same reason there is no way conceivable by which a simple substance 
might, through natural means, come into existence, since it cannot be formed by 
composition. 

6. We may say then, that the existence of Monads can begin or end only all at once, 
that is to say, the Monad can begin only through creation and end only through 
annihilation. Composites, however, begin or end gradually. 


Spinoza had argued that the one substance could neither be created nor destroyed; it 
had neither beginning nor end. Leibniz’s substances, or “monads,” can be created or de- 


NGottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, from Monadology, in The Rationalists, trans. George Montgomery, New 
York: Doubleday, 1968 
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stroyed, but not by any “natural” means. They can be created or destroyed only “all at 
once.” Anticipating later propositions, we can guess that Leibniz will have God (who is 
something of a supermonad) create them. But notice that compounds of monads, for ex- 
ample, “material objects,” can be created and destroyed “naturally.” 

Now our third question, “How do we distinguish different substances or monads?” 


8. Still Monads must have some qualities, otherwise they would not even be exis- 
tences. And if simple substances did not differ at all in their qualities, there 
would be no means of perceiving any change in things. Whatever is in a compos- 
ite can come into it only through its simple elements and the Monads, if they 
were without qualities, since they do not differ at all in quantity, would be indis- 
tinguishable one from another. For instance, if we imagine a plenum or com- 
pletely filled space, where each part receives only the equivalent of its own 
previous motion, one state of things would not be distinguishable from another. 

9, Each Monad, indeed, must be different from every other. For there are never in 
nature two beings which are exactly alike, and in which it is not possible to find 
a difference either internal or based on an intrinsic property. 


Only God could actually know everything about every monad in order to compare 
and contrast them. But even God can distinguish different monads only because they in 
fact have differences between them. This leads Leibniz to suggest one of his most con- 
troversial principles, the so-called “Principle of the Identity of Indiscernibles”: no two 
monads can have the same properties (Prop. 9). Why is this? According to the “Princi- 
ple of Sufficient Reason” (Prop. 32) nothing can be without good reason. Even God, 
therefore, would have no good reason for duplicating any monad. If two monads were 
identical, Leibniz argues, God could have no reason for putting one in one place and the 
other in another place, or for creating them both in the first place. Therefore, no two 
monads could be exactly alike. A strange kind of argument, but very much at the heart 
of Leibniz’s philosophy, as we shall see later. 

How does a monad, which is by definition “simple,” alter or combine with other mon- 
ads to form the changing and familiar universe of our experience? (Here you should be 
reminded of the similar problems that faced the ancient pre-Socratics and Plato.). Here 
is our fourth question, and the most difficult Leibniz has to answer: “How do substances 
interact?” By definition, monads cannot literally “interact.” So Leibniz’s answer is ex- 
tremely speculative and imaginative: 


7. There is also no way of explaining how a Monad can be altered or changed in its 
inner being by any other created thing, since there is no possibility of transposi- 
tion within it, nor can we conceive of any internal movement which can be pro- 
duced, directed, increased or diminished there within the substance, such as can 
take place in the case of composites where a change can occur among the parts. 
The Monads have no windows through which anything may come in or go out. 


The problem is that different substances, by definition, are independent and cannot, 
therefore, have anything to do with one another. Descartes, as we shall see in Chapter 6, 


108 CHAPTER I @ REALITY 


had a terrible time getting together his two substances of mind and body. Spinoza, as a 
monist, solved the problem in the simplest possible way; since there is only one sub- 
stance, no question of “interaction” is applicable. But Leibniz is a pluralist; there are 
many substances. They cannot interact as such. They cannot even perceive each other in 
the usual sense. They “have no windows,” in his peculiar but now famous expression: 
“nothing can come in or go out.” Unlike the ancient (and modern) materialist atomists, 
Leibniz cannot have his monads simply combine and recombine to form new com- 
pounds in any usual sense. They cannot, in Leibniz’s words, “be altered or changed in 
[their] inner being by any other created thing.” So, how do monads change? They must 
have all changes already created (by God) within themselves. 

Remember the animism that was so prevalent in the ancient Greek philosophers. For 
them, the phenomenon of life was the model for metaphysics. The idea of Newtonian 
mechanics would have been incomprehensible to them. Leibniz, we may now say, was 
vehemently anti-Newton. He was, we may also say, one of the outstanding modern ani- 
mists. A monad is as different as can be from a Newtonian material atom; a monad is 
alive, and its changes come from within, never from without. (Except, that is, for its ini- 
tial creation.) Think of a monad as a living being, “programmed” (to use a modern word) 
with all of the information and experiences it needs to develop in a certain way, like an 
acorn developing into an oak tree. Thus the changes in the monad are all internal, pro- 
grammed by God at the creation. Now keep in mind that a monad is immaterial, and so 
its “growth” cannot be thought of as a development in the physical world. The growth 
too, therefore, must be internal, and the apparent interaction between monads must re- 
ally be changes in the perceptions of the monads themselves. 


10. I assume it as admitted that every created being, and consequently the created 
Monad, is subject to change, and indeed that this change is continuous in each. 

11. It follows from what has just been said, that the natural changes of the Monad 
come from an internal principle, because an external cause can have no 
influence upon its inner being. 

12. Now besides this principle of change there must also be in the Monad a mani- 
foldness which changes. This manifoldness constitutes, so to speak, the specific 
nature and the variety of the simple substances. 

13. This manifoldness must involve a multiplicity in the unity or in that which is 
simple. For since every natural change takes place by degrees, there must be 
something which changes and something which remains unchanged, and con- 
sequently there must be in the simple substance a plurality of conditions and 
relations, even though it has no parts. 

14. The passing condition which involves and represents a multiplicity in the unity, 
or in the simple substance, is nothing else than what is called Perception. This 
should be carefully distinguished from Consciousness. 


Leibniz argues that what we are really describing when we talk about a squirrel 
climbing a particular tree at a particular moment in time is ourselves. The perception of 
the squirrel is a permanent part of one unchanging monad—our perception as a whole. 
The apparent differences between parts of a monad are really changes in perception. 
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Leibniz is arguing that the sense in which material things seem to exist in space in as dif- 
ferent perceptions or experiences of a perceiving monad. What is ultimately real, there- 
fore, is the perceiving monad. Perceptions change, within each monad, to create the ap- 
pearance of a moving and changing material world. Notice that Leibniz carefully 
distinguishes “Perception” from what he calls “Consciousness.” Perception is experi- 
ence, in general, and is present, in some degree, in every monad. Consciousness, on the 
other hand, is a very special kind of experience, reflective and articulate, and is to be 
found only in a few monads. (It is worth noting that, with this distinction, Leibniz pre- 
cociously introduces the concept of “the unconscious” into German philosophy two 
hundred years before Freud.) 

Here is the attack on Newton’s more materialist view of the universe. Such a view, 
Leibniz complains, cannot account for experience (perception), in other words, the im- 
material aspects of the universe. 


17. It must be confessed, however, that Perception, and that which depends upon it, 
are inexplicable by mechanical causes, that is to say, by figures and motions. 
Supposing that there were a machine whose structure produced thought, sensa- 
tion, and perception, we could conceive of it as increased in size with the same 
proportions until one was able to enter into its interior, as he would into a mill. 
Now, on going into it he would find only pieces working upon one another, but 
never would he find anything to explain Perception. 

It is accordingly in the simple substance, and not in the composite nor in a ma- 
chine that the Perception is to be sought. Furthermore, there is nothing besides 
perceptions and their changes to be found in the simple substance. And it is in 
these alone that all the internal activities of the simple substance can consist. 

18. All simple substances or created Monads may be called Entelechies, because 
they have in themselves a certain perfection. There is in them a sufficiency 
which makes them the source of their internal activities, and renders them, so 
to speak, incorporeal Automations. [In other words, every monad is alive, to a 
certain extent.] 

19. If we wish to designate as soul everything which has perceptions and desires in 
the general sense that I have just explained, all simple substances or created 
Monads could be called souls. But since feeling is something more than a mere 
perception I think that the general name of Monad or Entelechy should suffice 
for simple substances which have only perception, while we may reserve the 
term Soul for those whose perception is more distinct and is accompanied by 
memory. [Again, Leibniz insists that “Perception” is most primitive and is 
common to all monads.]} 

20. We experience in ourselves a state where we remember nothing and where we 
have no distinct perception, as in periods of fainting, or when we are overcome 
by a profound, dreamless sleep. In such a state the soul does not sensibly differ 
at all from a simple Monad. As this state, however, is not permanent and the 
soul can recover from it, the soul is something more. 

21. Nevertheless it does not follow at all that the simple substance is in such a state 
without perception. This is so because of the reasons given above; for it cannot 
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perish, nor on the other hand would it exist without some affection and the af- 
fection is nothing else than its perception. When, however, there are a great 
number of weak perceptions where nothing stands out distinctively, we are 
stunned; as when one turns around and around in the same direction, a dizzi- 
ness comes on, which makes him swoon and makes him able to distinguish 
nothing. Among animals, death can occasion this state for quite a period. 

22. Every present state of a simple substance is a natu- 


Every present state ral consequence of its preceding state, i such a 

. $ way that its present is pregnant with its future. 
of a ei le sub [Here is Leibniz’s version of the thesis that one 
stance is a natural cause necessarily follows another.] 
consequence of 23. Therefore, since on awakening after a period 
; : of unconsciousness we become conscious of our 
its P receding state, perceptions, we must, without having been con- 
in such a way scious of them, have had perceptions immediately 
that its present before; for one perception can come in a natural 


is pregnant with 


way only from another perception, just as a 
motion can come in a natural way only from a 


its future. motion. 
eee 
29. It is the knowledge of eternal and necessary truths that distinguishes us from 


30. 


mere animals and gives us reason and the sciences, thus raising us to a knowl- 
edge of ourselves and of God. This is what is called in us the Rational Soul or 
the Mind. 

It is also through the knowledge of necessary truths and through abstractions 
from them that we come to perform Reflective Acts, which cause us to think of 
what is called the I, and to decide that this or that is within us. It is thus, that in 
thinking upon ourselves we think of being, of substance, of the simple and 
composite, of a material thing and of God himself, conceiving that what is lim- 
ited in us is in him without limits. These Reflective Acts furnish the principal 
objects of our reasonings. 


As we have seen, the answer to our fourth question is, “Monads don’t interact.” Each 
is locked into itself and contains within itself its own view of the universe as a whole. 


56. 


Sh 


Now this interconnection, relationship, or this adaptation of all things to each 
particular one, and of each one to all the rest, brings it about that every simple 
substance has relations which express all the others and that it is consequently a 
perpetual living mirror of the universe. 

And as the same city regarded from different sides appears entirely different, 
and is, as it were multiplied respectively, so, because of the infinite number of 
simple substances, there are a similar infinite number of universes which are, 
nevertheless, only the aspects of a single one as seen from the special point of 
view of each monad. 
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60. Besides, in what has just been seen can be seen the a priori reasons why things 
cannot be otherwise than they are. It is because God, in ordering the whole, has 
had regard to every part and in particular to each monad; and since the Monad 
is by its very nature representative, nothing can limit it to represent merely a 
part of things. It is nevertheless true that this representation is, as regards the 
details of the whole universe, only a confused representation, and is distinct 
only as regards a small part of them, that is to say, as regards those things 
which are nearest or greatest in relation to each Monad. If the representation 
were distinct as to the details of the entire universe, each Monad would be a 
Deity. It is not in the object represented that the Monads are limited, but in the 
modifications of their knowledge of the object. In a confused way they reach 
out to infinity or to the whole, but are limited and differentiated in the degree of 
their distinct perceptions. 


Now Leibniz has an alternative to Newton: bodies (composite monads) only seem to in- 
teract; in fact, it all happens within each monad, programmed and created by God in 
“pre-established harmony.” 


61. In this respect composites are like simple substances, for all space is filled up; 
therefore, all matter is connected. And in a plenum or filled space every move- 
ment has an effect upon bodies in proportion to this distance, so that not only is 
every body affected by those which are in contact with it and responds in some 
way to whatever happens to them, but also by means of them the body responds 
to those bodies adjoining them, and their intercommunication reaches to any 
distance whatsoever. Consequently every body responds to all that happens in 
the universe, so that he who saw all could read in each one what is happening 
everywhere, and even what has happened and what will happen. 

62. Thus although each created Monad represents the whole universe, it represents 
more distinctly the body which specially pertains to it and of which it consti- 
tutes the entelechy. And as this body expresses all the universe through the in- 
terconnection of all matter in the plenum, the soul also represents the whole 
universe in representing this body, which belongs to it in a particular way. 


Every monad develops as a reflection of the development of all the other monads in 
the universe as well. If, for example, we are watching a squirrel climb around a tree, 
Leibniz’s view is that the reality of the squirrel climbing around the tree is actually our 
perception of this. But you can see that this alone is not sufficient; we might simply 
dream or hallucinate this view, and it would then not be “real” at all. The difference be- 
tween the dream and the reality is the changes in the other monads, for instance, the 
monads that constitute the squirrel and any other observers of the same scene, including 
God. Reality is composed of the totality of all monads, each perceiving from its own per- 
spective (although God, Leibniz insists, perceives from all perspectives at once). The 


112 CHAPTER | @ REALITY 


“pre-established harmony” guarantees that all of these views from all of these perspec- 
tives are in agreement, so that our view of the squirrel, for example, is matched by the 
squirrel’s view of us. 

This view of the pre-established harmony between monads allows Leibniz to give a 
surprising answer to our fourth question, “How do different substances interact?” By 
definition, substances cannot interact as such. But they can seem to interact if their per- 
ceptions are coordinated. Thus, the collision of two billiard balls is in fact a harmony of 
perceptions about the collision of two billiard balls. Two people fighting is in fact a har- 
mony of perceptions by each of the two people (and anyone else who is watching) about 
those two people fighting. This answer may seem to be extreme, but given Leibniz’s con- 
ception of the universe as composed of a great number of immaterial substances, it is an 
answer that is necessary for his philosophy to be consistent. It is an answer that is also 
necessary, however, to enable him to reject Newton’s cosmology, which he and many of 
his contemporaries found even more extreme and difficult to understand than Leibniz’s 
own strange view of interaction. 

The last of our initial set of questions about substance and our second cosmological 
question is, “Are space and time themselves substances?” According to Leibniz, the an- 
swer to this question is an emphatic no. It is on this question that Leibniz makes his 
sharpest break with Newton’s physics. Are monads “in” space? Leibniz would have said 
no. But he also seems to give the surprising answer that not only are monads not “in” 
space (since they are immaterial), they are, strictly speaking, not “in” time either. The 
monad does not change in time, but rather, time is in the monad. That is, time is a rela- 
tion between experiences of the monad. It is not something independent. These views of 
space and time are intimately tied to Leibniz’s analysis of the only seeming “interaction” 
between monads. Both are rejections of Newton’s theory and an attempt to offer an 
alternative. 

To our way of thinking, Leibniz’s views seem bizarre, compared to the almost com- 
monsense character of Newton’s theory. Newton had argued that the universe was the 
motion of (material) atoms in empty space, acting against each other according to the 
laws of motion, force, and gravity that he had so elegantly formulated. But Newton’s 
theories, which seem almost quaintly obvious to us now, contained what most people of 
his and Leibniz’s time—including Newton himself—considered to be manifest absurd- 
ities. One, relating to our fourth ontological question, was the idea of action-at-a- 
distance, the idea that one object could affect another although the two were not even in 
contact. (For example, the idea that the moon and the earth have gravitational attraction 
for each other.) Thus Leibniz’s conception of windowless monads, each seeming to in- 
teract with others but in fact only developing within itself, would have seemed to his 
contemporaries no more absurd than Newton’s view of causality. Leibniz didn’t need 
causality; he had his “pre-established harmony.” Newton, meanwhile, had a great deal 
of trouble reconciling his mechanistic theories with the traditional ideas of God and Cre- 
ation, which he continued to hold for the rest of his life. 

The most famous disagreement between Leibniz and Newton concerns the nature of 
space and time, a topic that is still being debated because of the impact of Einstein’s the- 
ory of relativity at the beginning of this century. Newton’s mechanical theory seemed to 
presuppose the existence of some permanent container, namely space, in which the ma- 
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terial atoms of his theory could mutually attract and bounce against each other. This con- 
tainer, which could exist independently of its contents, is called absolute space. In it- 
self, this sounds entirely reasonable; we talk about things “moving in space” and “tak- 
ing up space.” But then, can we also talk about the entire universe being “in” space, the 
way a basketball can be said to be “in” the basket? This idea has some absurd conse- 
quences that led Leibniz and many of his contemporaries to reject it. The idea that space 
could exist apart from all things in it, perhaps even entirely empty (or what many 
philosophers called the void), would mean that it makes sense to talk about movement 
or location in space even when there isn’t anything in space, not even points and rulers 
with which to measure distances or dimensions. Bertrand Russell, one of Leibniz’s 
most famous followers, pointed out the absurdity of this idea by asking, “If space is ab- 
solute, then wouldn’t it make sense to suggest that the universe might have doubled in 
size last night?” But what would it mean to say that the universe has gotten larger? An 
elephant or a planet or even a galaxy can get larger, but only in comparison to some 
measuring stick and a frame of reference. It is only by such comparisons that such “size” 
talk makes sense. But to say that the universe doubles in size is to say that our measur- 
ing stick, and we ourselves, double in size also. So all comparisons remain the same. 
Similarly, what would it mean to say that the universe in its entirety moved one foot to 
the left? All of the one-foot measurements are in the universe. There is no way to talk 
about the universe itself moving. On the basis of such considerations, Leibniz rejected 
Newton’s idea of absolute space as absurd. In its place, he insisted that space is relative, 
that is, relative to measurements and things that are measured. There is no absolute 
space; there is only space relative to the various positions of the monads, that is, to 
observers. 

The same is true of time. Newton believed in absolute time also, time as existing 
apart from anything happening “in” it. But the same consequences follow this initially 
reasonable idea. If time is absolute, it seems to make sense to ask, “When did the uni- 
verse begin?” (In fact, astronomers are again asking this question.) But what could this 
“when” refer to? It can’t refer to any measurement in the universe (clocks, the age of 
rocks or stars) for it is the universe itself that is being measured, and there aren’t any 
measures of time outside of the universe. Consequently, Leibniz rejected absolute time 
along with absolute space. Both are relative to the monads and have no possible exis- 
tence of their own. This means, among other things, that there could be no void or empty 
space, nor could there be any sense of time in which literally nothing happened. Space 
and time, according to Leibniz, are relative to our own perceptions. 

Now I said many pages ago that such cosmological issues were never the domain of 
philosophy alone, and you are well aware that current physics and astronomy are still 
very much involved with these questions. Both alternatives, from Newton and from 
Leibniz, are still very much alive. Scientists do indeed still talk about the beginning of 
the universe, and with awesome sophistication; of course, they also talk in strictly re- 
lativistic terms, like Leibniz, but now à la Einstein. To delve into these issues any fur- 
ther, therefore, we should have to leave eighteenth-century metaphysics and move into 
twentieth-century physics. What is often relevant to these philosophical debates are the 
new and sometimes strange experimental findings that are always emerging from the sci- 
ences. Recently, for example, experiments with the speed of light have brought about 
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startling changes in our views of space and time. One consequence of this changed view 
is the idea that we cannot talk intelligibly about two events happening “at the same time” 
if they are a sufficiently great distance apart, say several billion light years. The discov- 
ery of radiation from outer space and the expansion of galaxies has raised old issues 
about creation in a new way: whether the universe was created all at once and then 
started to expand and change (the “big-bang theory”) or whether there is continuous cre- 
ation going on even now (the “steady-state theory”). Because of recent theories in sci- 
ence, philosophers are now willing to say things that would have seemed like utter non- 
sense to both Newton and Leibniz—for example, that “space is curved.” 

These are not issues to be settled by scientists alone, however; it is philosophical the- 
ories that give structure and meaning to the scientific experiments. But neither can 
philosophers simply cut themselves off from science and pretend that they can solve 
these problems “just in their heads.” At the outer reaches of science, you will find phi- 
losophy, just as, at the beginnings of philosophy, you will find the unanswered problems 
of science. 

In an earlier chapter, we stressed the importance of a basic assumption of all meta- 
physics, that the universe is intelligible. In Leibniz’s philosophy, this assumption is pre- 
sented as one of the basic presuppositions of all thinking; he calls it 


32. ... the Principle of Sufficient Reason, in virtue of which we believe that no fact 
can be real and no statement true unless it has a sufficient reason why it should 
be thus and not otherwise. Most frequently, however, these reasons cannot be 
known to us. 


They can, however, be known to God, who knows everything. It is on the basis of this 
principle, for example, that Leibniz defends the claim he made in Proposition 9, that two 
monads can never be identical (“the identity of indiscernibles”). The reasoning is this: 
Since God is the supremely rational Being (monad), He must have a reason for all that 
He does. But Leibniz also argues (Prop. 58) that God must have created the universe 
“with the greatest possible variety together with the greatest order that may be.” Here is 
the reason why God would not have created any two monads alike. But the Principle of 
Sufficient Reason has a further implication; it also serves as a principle of divine ethics. 
Among the various possible worlds (that is, among the infinitely many ways in which 
the world might have been), God chooses the most perfect, that is, “the best of all pos- 
sible worlds.” Here is the doctrine of cosmic optimism that Voltaire so brilliantly lam- 
pooned in his novel Candide. But Leibniz took this concept of “the best of all possible 
worlds” very seriously. In the next century, it was to provide a foundation for much of 
the optimism of the Enlightenment. And in Leibniz’s own metaphysics, it provides the 
concluding propositions of Monadology, a joyous optimism that creates as close to a 
happy ending as one can expect to find in a serious philosophical treatise. 


85. Whence it is easy to conclude that the totality of all spirits must compose the 
city of God, that is to say, the most perfect state that is possible under the most 
perfect monarch. 

ee 
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It is easy to con- 90. Finally, under this perfect government, there will 
clude that the to- be no good action unrewarded and no evil action 
t ai unpunished; everything must turn out for the well- 
tality ofall Spirits being of the good; that is to say, of those who are 
must compose the not disaffected in this great state, who, after having 
mS . done their duty, trust in Providence and who love 
city of God, that is and imitate, as is meet, the Author of all Good, de- 
to say, the most lighting in the contemplation of his perfections ac- 
perfect state that is cording to the nature of that genuine, pure love 


. which finds pleasure in the happiness of those 
P ossible under the who are loved. It is for this reason that wise and 


most perfect virtuous persons work in behalf of everything 
monarch. which seems conformable to presumptive or an- 

tecedent will of God, and are, nevertheless, con- 
tent with what God actually brings to pass through his secret, consequent and 
determining will, recognizing that if we were able to understand sufficiently 
well the order of the universe, we should find that it surpasses all the desires of 
the wisest of us, and that it is impossible to render it better than it is, not only 
for all in general, but also for each one of us in particular, provided that we 
have the proper attachment for the author of all, not only as the Architect and 
the efficient cause of our being [our Creator] but also as our Lord and the Final 
Cause [purpose of our existence] who ought to be the whole goal of our will, 
and who alone can make us happy. 


This theological “happy ending” is not an afterthought for Leibniz; it is the heart of 
his philosophy. Like his older contemporary Spinoza, his involvement in metaphysics is 
ultimately a very personal concern for religion and for his own view of himself and 
his place in the world. From this perspective, it is revealing to see the vast differences 
between the two philosophers. Spinoza’s view of humanity is extremely anti-indivi- 
dualistic, and each individual is wholly submerged in the concept of the one substance. 
In Leibniz, however, his pluralism reinforces the view that each individual is a world 
in himself or herself, and his idealism places an emphasis on mind and thought that is 
in sharp contrast with Spinoza’s balance between thought and body (although many crit- 
ics have charged Spinoza with emphasizing body to an alarming degree). Spinoza’s 
determinism and his view that ultimately we can do nothing but understand is surely 
a gloomy view compared to Leibniz’s happy confidence that this is the “best of all 
possible worlds.” Of course, Spinoza’s heretical view of God as the one substance 
(sometimes called pantheism) is very different from Leibniz’s more traditional and pious 
view. 

But these considerations are far from being merely coincidental or curious implica- 
tions of Descartes’, Spinoza’s, and Leibniz’s metaphysical views. These religious con- 
cerns lie at the heart of their philosophical concerns, and one might well say that their 
metaphysics is constructed as an ingenious form of support for their religious convic- 
tions. Indeed, for most of the past two thousand years, and until very recently, the Judeo- 
Christian-Islamic religious tradition has provided much of the motivation and the struc- 
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ture of philosophy. So it is religion, as a philosophical enterprise, to which we must now 
turn our attention. 


e What does Leibniz mean by pre-established harmony and 
how does this notion solve the problem of interaction among 
substances? 

+ What is a monad and how do we distinguish among them? 
What is the “Principle of the Identity of Indiscernibles” ? 

+ Ifeven God must act for a reason, as Leibniz claims, can God 
be said to be free? Is this the best of all possible worlds? 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


Metaphysics is the study of ultimate reality, the attempt to find out the way the world re- 
ally is. The first recognized metaphysical theory in Western philosophy is Thales’ sug- 
gestion that everything is ultimately made of water. After Thales, a number of schools 
of metaphysics suggested alternative theories, all of them depending on the speculative 
powers of human reason and diverging in various and important ways from “common 
sense.” But these thinkers were not only the first significant Western philosophers; they 
were also the first theoretical scientists, anticipating in many ways some of the most so- 
phisticated theories of contemporary physics, astronomy, and chemistry. 

The first turning point in Western metaphysics came with Socrates, although Socrates 
himself was more interested in moral issues than in metaphysics as such. Socrates’ stu- 
dent Plato and his student Aristotle in turn became the first great systematic metaphysi- 
cians, and philosophy ever since has been deeply indebted to them. Plato introduced an 
elaborate theory in which ultimate reality consisted of Forms, in contrast to the particu- 
lar and changing things of everyday life. To support this “two-worlds” theory of Forms 
versus individual things, he offered a theory of learning, a “theory of recollection,” in 
which he argued that the human soul is immortal and that each of us already knows, in 
some sense, what we appear to learn in our lives. Aristotle argues instead that only indi- 
vidual things deserve the ultimate claim to reality, for these individual things are the pri- 
mary substances. Since Aristotle, metaphysicians have typically used the term substance 
as the name of the basic entities that compose reality, 

We have also summarized the thought of some of the greatest metaphysical thinkers 
of modern times. In Europe, they begin from the concept of “substance” and attempt to 
use deduction as a method for proving the ultimate nature of reality. Their answers are 
extremely different. Spinoza argues that there can only be one substance; Leibniz argues 
that there are many. For Spinoza, God is identical to the universe, to the one substance; 
for Leibniz, God is distinct from all other substances, which He created. For Spinoza, 
mind and body are but two of an infinite number of attributes of God, the only two that 
we can know; for Leibniz, all substances are ultimately immaterial. But beneath these 
technical concerns is a struggle by both philosophers to answer the most important prob- 
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lems of human existence: the nature of God and proper religion, the place of man and 
woman in the universe, and the role and foundations of science. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. What similarities do you find among modern philosophy (Descartes, Leibniz, Spin- 
oza), the pre-Socratics, and Eastern thought (Upanishads, Confucianism, Taoism, 
Buddhism) and their attempt to explain the ultimate reality? 

2. What pre-Socratic influences can you identify in Plato? (Be specific: e.g., “Plato, 
like Parmenides, believes that . . .”) 

3. How do you still think about metaphysical issues today? What problems are still 
very much alive for you? 

4. Which modern theories about the nature of reality are materialist? Which are imma- 
terialist? 

5. How is Plato responding to the pre-Socratics with the theory of Forms? What is 
Aristotle’s response to Plato’s theory of Forms? 

6. Explain the problem of substances interacting with each other. Provide a detailed 
account of the ways that Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza solve this problem. Fur- 
ther, could any of these solutions help Plato solve the problem of participation? Are 
there any similarities between participation and substance interaction? Why or why 
not? 


GLOSSARY 


absolute space and absolute time The view that space and time exist independently of objects 
and events “in” them, a view defended by Newton. In general, absolute, as used in philoso- 
phy, means independent and nonrelative, unqualified and all-inclusive. 

action-at-a-distance The idea that one object can have a causal effect on another from a 
distance, as in Newton’s laws of gravitational attraction. Leibniz’s rejection of this idea as 
“absurd” led him to develop a noncausal interpretation of the same phenomena. 

Ahura Mazda The God of Zoroastrianism. 

Analects, The One of the major works of Confucius. 

Angra Mainyush The evil spirit of Zoroastrianism. 

animism The view that things (or, at the extreme, all things) are alive. It may also be the view 
that the universe as a whole is one gigantic organism. 

apeiron in Anaximander, “the unlimited,” the basic stuff of the universe. 

Asha Immortal spirit or “righteousness” in Zoroastrianism. 

attribute In Spinoza, an essential property of God; for example, having a physical nature, hav- 
ing thoughts. In general, an attribute is a property (as in Aristotle). 

Becoming (in Plato) The “world of Becoming” is the changing world of our daily experience, 
in which things and people come into being and pass away. 

Being (in Plato) The “world of Being” is the realm of eternal Forms, in which nothing ever 
changes. It is, for him, reality, and, in general, Being is used by philosophers to refer to 
whatever they consider ultimately real (substance, God). 
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best of all possible worlds Leibniz’s view that God demands a perfect universe and makes it 
“the best possible,” all things considered. 

Brahman In Hindu philosophy, the one, absolute reality. 

Buddha “The awakened one”; the historical founder of Buddhism. 

cause That which brings something about. Philosophers usually add, “as a matter of necessity.” 
In Aristotle, “cause” means something like “reason,” and he distinguishes four different 
kinds of “causes” of a change: (1) the formal cause, the principle or essential idea accord- 
ing to which a change comes about (think of a blueprint for a building, or the plans for a 
project); (2) the material cause, the matter that undergoes the change (think of the raw 
materials for building a house—lumber, bricks, cement); (3) the efficient cause, that which 
initiates the change (the construction workers and their tools); (4) the final cause, or the 
purpose of the change (to build a place where Socrates and his family can live, for 
example). 

cause-of-itself (causa sui) That which explains its own existence, often said of God. It also fol- 
lows from the usual definitions of substance. 

conceptual truth A statement that is true and that we can see to be true by virtue of the mean 
ings of the words (or we should say, the “concepts”) that compose it. For example, “a horse 
is an animal” is a conceptual truth because anyone who speaks English and knows the mean- 
ing of the words “horse” and “animal” knows that such a statement must be true. (We shall 
discuss such statements in greater detail in Chapters 3 and 4.) In Plato, a conceptual truth is a 
truth about Forms. In Aristotle, a conceptual truth is a matter of describing the essence of a 
thing. (See essence, Form.) 

cosmogony The study of the origins of the universe in its entirety. 

cosmology The study of the universe in its entirety (from the Greek word for “universe” — 
cosmos). 

determinism The view that every event in the universe is dependent upon other events, which 
are its causes. On this view, all human actions and decisions, even those which we would 
normally describe as “free” and “undetermined,” are totally dependent on prior events that 
cause them. (This problem will be examined in Chapter 8.) 

divine pre-ordination God's knowledge of and power over all that will happen, including our 
own future actions. 

essence (or an essential property) The necessary or defining characteristics or properties of a 
thing. “That which makes a thing what it is,” in other words, those features that one must list 
in a definition or uniquely identifying description. (For example, the fact that Socrates is a 
man is part of his essence, the fact that he never smoked on Saturdays is not.) 

extended Having spatial dimensions. Philosophers (for example, Descartes, Leibniz, and Spin- 
oza) often define bodies as “extended,” minds and ideas as “unextended.” 

extended (substance) Physical matter in space and time, material objects. 

Form (in Plato) An independently existing entity in the world of Being, which determines the 
nature of the particular things of this world. In Aristotle, forms have no independent exis- 
tence. 

Four Noble Truths among the most important teachings of the Buddha: All is suffering, the 
need to eliminate desire, the way to eliminate desire, and the right path to the good. 

freedom of the will Actions undetermined by external causes, including the power of God 
(though how God can leave us this “indeterminacy” in spite of God's power and knowledge 
over us is and must be incomprehensible to us). 

Idea In Plato, a Form 

idealism The metaphysical view that only minds and their ideas exist. 
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Identity of Indiscernibles A principle of Leibniz’s philosophy according to which no two 
things can possibly have all of the same properties or be absolutely identical in all 
respects. 

immaterialism The metaphysical view that accepts the existence of nonspatial, nonsensory en- 
tities such as numbers, minds, and ideas. The weak version asserts merely that there are such 
entities. The strong version asserts that there are only such entities (that is, there are no phys- 
ical objects). 

immortality The idea that the soul survives death (and, in some belief systems, precedes 
birth). 

ineffable Impossible of expression in words. 

infinite regress A sequence going back endlessly. For example, “A is caused by B, and B by E; 
and C by D . . . and so on to infinity.” Aristotle believed such a regress to be an intellectual 
absurdity. 

innate ideas Knowledge that is “programmed” into us from birth and need not be learned. 
Experience may be necessary to “trigger off” such ideas, but they are already “in” all of 
us. In Plato, the theory of innate ideas is part of a general theory of the immortality of the 
soul. 

materialism The metaphysical view that only physical matter and its properties exist. Such in- 
tangible entities as numbers, minds, and ideas are really properties of physical bodies. To 
talk about energy, for example, is, in a way, to talk about physical potential; to talk about 
minds is, as a kind of shorthand, to talk about behavior; to talk about ideas is, in a misleading 
way, to talk about the various structures and interrelationships between objects. Numbers 
have no existence of their own but only represent sets of sets of objects (the set of all sets of 
eight things is the number eight, for example). Materialism has always been a powerful 
worldview in modern scientific culture. It is also the most common view among the pre- 
Socratic philosophers. 

metaphysics Most simply, the study of the most basic (or “first”) principles. Traditionally, the 
study of ultimate reality, or “Being as such.” Popularly, any kind of very abstract or obscure 
thinking. Most philosophers today would define metaphysics as the study of the most general 
concepts of science and human life, for example, “reality,” “existence,” “freedom,” “God,” 
“soul,” “action,” “mind.” In general, we can divide metaphysics into ontology, cosmology, 
and an ill-defined set of problems concerning God and the immortality of the human soul. 
(See ontology, cosmology.) 

modes (in Spinoza) Inessential properties or modifications of attributes, 

monad (in Leibniz) The simple immaterial substances that are the ultimate constituents of all 
reality. God, the one uncreated monad, created all of the others as self-enclosed (“window- 
less”), predetermined entities. 

monism The metaphysical view that there is ultimately only one substance, that all reality is 
one. Less strictly, it may be applied to philosophers who believe in only one kind of sub- 
stance, 

monotheism Belief in one God. 

mysticism The belief that immediate, intuitive knowledge of God is possible, and the attempt 
to achieve it. 

naturalism The belief that ultimate reality is a natural property. 

ontology The study of being. That is, that part of metaphysics that asks such questions as, 
“What is there?” “What is it for something to exist?” “What is an individual thing?” “How 
do things interact?” Traditionally, these questions were formulated as questions about sub- 
stance. Today, much of ontology is part of logic and linguistics and is the study of the con- 
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cepts we use to discuss such matters. Sometimes ontology is used as a synonym for meta- 
physics, but usually the latter is the broader discipline. 

pantheism The belief that everything is divine, or that God is in everything. 

participation Plato’s obscure and unexplained relationship between the things of this world 
and the Forms of which they are manifestations. He tells us that individual things “partici- 
pate” in their Forms. 

pluralism The metaphysical view that there are many distinct substances in the universe and, 
perhaps, many different kinds of substances as well. 

polytheism Belief in many gods. 

pre-established harmony The belief that the order of the universe is prearranged by God. In 
Leibniz, this view allows him an alternative to Newton's theory of causal relationships. 

prime mover (in Aristotle) The “cause-of-itself,” the first cause, which (Who) initiates all 
changes but is not itself (Himself) affected by anything prior. Aristotle believes there must be 
a prime mover if we are to avoid an infinite regress, which he considers an absurdity. Aristo- 
tle also refers to the prime mover as “God,” and medieval philosophers (for example, St. 
Thomas Aquinas) have developed these views into Christian theology. 

Principle of Sufficient Reason (in Leibniz) The insistence that all events must have a 
justification and that ultimately all events must be justified by God’s reasons. The principle is 
sometimes invoked to assert that everything must have some explanation, whether or not God 
is involved. (For example, scientists use such a principle in their work, as we shall see in 
Chapter 3.) 

property Properties are generally distinguished from the substances in which they “inhere” by 
pointing to the fact that a property cannot exist without being a property of something; for 
example, there can be any number of red things but no redness that exists independently. 
(Many philosophers have challenged this idea, but this problem, which is called the “prob- 
lem of universals,” will not be discussed in this introductory course.) 

reason In our introduction, we defined “reason” as simply “the ability to think abstractly.” In 
metaphysics, however, it often has a more controversial meaning, namely, that human ability 
to go beyond experience to determine, through thought alone, what reality is really like. 

sophists Ancient Greek philosophers and teachers who believed that no reality exists except for 
what we take to be reality. 

Spenta Mainyush The good spirit of Zoroastrianism. 

substance The essential reality of a thing or things that underlies the various properties and 
changes of properties. Its most common definitions: “that which is independent and can exist 
by itself” and “the essence of a thing which does not and cannot change.” In traditional meta- 
physics, substance is the same as “ultimate reality,” and the study of substance is that branch 
of metaphysics that studies reality, namely, ontology. (See essence, ontology.) 

substance (in Descartes) A thing which so exists that it needs no other thing in order to exist 
(God). Created substances need only the occurrence of God to exist. 

Tao The “Way”; in Confucianism, the “way” to be a gentleman, for example, following the rit- 
uals: in Taoism, the underlying and ineffable “way” of nature or reality. 

teleology (teleological) The belief that all phenomena have a purpose, end, or goal (from the 
Greek telos, meaning “purpose”). Aristotle’s metaphysics is a teleology, which means that he 
believes that the universe itself—and consequently everything in it—operates for purposes 
and can be explained according to goals. 

unextended Not having spatial dimensions. Philosophers (for example, Descartes, Leibniz, and 
Spinoza) often define mind and ideas as unextended. 

Upanishads The “secret doctrines” that form the basis of Hinduism and Buddhism. 

void Empty space. 
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Zend-Avesta The scripture of Zoroastrianism. 
Zoroastrianism The religion of ancient Persia. 
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ON 


Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. 


HEBREWS I1I:1 


The age-old efforts of metaphysicians to know the way the world really is have rarely 
been motivated by curiosity or the scientific spirit alone. Most often, metaphysics and 
philosophy in general have been motivated by religious devotion. The search for truth 
and the concern with what we can know and how we ought to behave have often been 
tied to concern about the nature of the divine and its relationship to us. For many 
thoughtful people, there is no more powerful an experience than religious experience, 
and they have no more important beliefs than their religious beliefs. Religion defines 
their lives, and their religious views define reality. Although the issues of religion are 
philosophically within the domain of metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics, its impor- 
tance demands special attention. It involves experiences of a kind that are not common 
to other ontological and cosmological concerns. Religious beliefs involve emotions that 
are not relevant to the technical concerns with substance and science. It is this emotional 
involvement in religion that has inspired some of the greatest art, the bloodiest wars, the 
kindest actions, and the most brilliant philosophy in history. 


A. WHAT IS RELIGION? 


Religion has played an important role in the history of philosophy. Indeed, many schol- 
ars would claim that philosophy grew out of religion and only occasionally has turned 
against its religious heritage. But there have been many different religions. Some differ 
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so drastically from one another that it is hard to say what they have in common. For in- 
stance, you might be inclined to cite “belief in God or gods” as a criterion for calling 
something a religion. But one of the biggest religious followings in the world—Bud- 
dhism—has no such concept. Or you might cite as a criterion some sort of social or- 
ganization, a church, or a prayer gathering. But there are Christian Protestant sects who 
believe that religion is an entirely private affair for which no congregation is necessary. 

Although we saw in Chapter | that many philosophical schools share their beginnings 
with religions, we would not necessarily want to call a Methodist minister a philosopher. 
Nor would we want to call a college teacher, who assigns the works of Maimonides (an 
important Jewish theologian), a rabbi. Although religion and philosophy are intimately 
linked, we hesitate to identify them. Central to both, however, is religious belief. A per- 
son who believes in a single, independent Being, God, who is the Creator of the universe, 
is a theist, a believer, whether Jewish, Catholic, Protestant, or Muslim. (To refuse to be- 
lieve in God is to be an atheist. To admit one’s ignorance, and simply accept the fact that 
one does not know and perhaps has no way of knowing whether there is such a being or 
not is to be an agnostic. We will discuss some atheistic and agnostic claims, as well as 
several different religious traditions, later in this chapter.) 

Before we investigate specific religious-philosophical debates, however, let us take a 
look at how some philosophers have answered a preliminary question: What is religion? 
In response to a famous article by the twentieth-century philosopher John Wisdom, a 
student of Ludwig Wittgenstein, in which Wisdom claims that the essential feature of 
religious belief is a certain “attitude” that the religious person has toward his or her sur- 
roundings, and that the gap between the religious “attitude” and that of the philosopher 
or scientist interested in explanation, is unbridgeable. 


FROM “GODS” 
BY JOHN WISDOM! 


Two people return to their long neglected garden and find among the weeds a few of 
the old plants surprisingly vigorous. One says to the other “It must be that a gar- 
dener has been coming and doing something about these plants.” Upon inquiry they 
find that no neighbor has ever seen anyone at work in their garden. The first man 
says to the other “He must have worked while people slept.” The other says “No, 
someone would have heard him and besides, anybody who cared about the plants 
would have kept down these weeds.” The first man says “Look at the way these are 
arranged. There is purpose and a feeling for beauty here. I believe that someone 
comes, someone invisible to mortal eyes. I believe that the more carefully we look 
the more we shall find confirmation of this.” They examine the garden ever so care- 
fully and sometimes they come on new things suggesting the contrary and even that 
a malicious person has been at work. Besides examining the garden carefully they 
also study what happens to gardens left without attention. Each learns all the other 
learns about this and about the garden. Consequently, when after all this, one says “I 


‘John Wisdom, “Gods,” in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, XLV, London: Harrison & Sons, 1944-45, 


124 CHAPTER 2 @ RELIGION 


The one says: still believe a gardener comes” while the other says “I 

“ don’t” their different words now reflect no difference as 
A 8 ardener to what they have found in the garden, no difference as 

comes unseen and to what they would find in the garden if they looked fur- 

unheard. He is ther, and no difference about how fast untended gardens 

fall into disorder. At this stage, in this context, the gar- 


manifested only dener hypothesis has ceased to be experimental; the dif- 
in his works with ference between one who accepts and one who rejects it 
which we are all is now not a matter of the one expecting something the 

eye oy other does not expect. What is the difference between 
familiar.” The 


them? The one says: “A gardener comes unseen and un- 
other says “There heard. He is manifested only in his works with which 
is no gardener.” we are all familiar.” The other says “There is no gar- 
dener.” And with this difference in what they say about 
the gardener goes a difference in how they feel toward the garden, in spite of the fact 
that neither expects anything of it which the other does not expect. 

But is this the whole difference between them—that the one calls the garden by 
one name and feels one way toward it, while the other calls it by another name and 
feels in another way toward it? And if this is what the difference has become, then 
is it any longer appropriate to ask “Which is right?” or “Which is reasonable?” 


+ How would you decide whether there is a gardener or not? 

+ Do you think that belief is necessary for religion? If so, be- 
lief in what? 

+ Is the belief in God's existence the same sort of belief as the 
belief that it is raining outside? Do you think that there is sci- 
entific evidence for God's existence? Does there need to be? 


For Wisdom, religious belief is obviously different from the scientific quest for causal 
explanation. Since the scientific revolution of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, many 
philosophers have tried to define religion and science in contrast to one another, and 
many have tried to cast their lots with science. But there is plenty of resistance to such 
a move. Many scientists are deeply religious people, and many religious thinkers accept 
the authority of science without compromising their religious faith. No less a scientist 
than Albert Einstein, for example, has argued that it is this religious awe and apprecia- 
tion for the complex regularities of nature that has spawned the great efforts of science 
to understand it. Indeed, he says, science itself inspires a “cosmic religious feeling.” 


| ON THE DESIGN OF THE UNIVERSE 
| BY ALBERT EINSTEIN? 


| It is easy to see why the churches have always fought science and persecuted its 
| devotees. On the other hand, I maintain that the cosmic religious feeling is the 


2Albert Einstein, “Religion and Science,” in Ideas and Opinions, trans. Sonia Bargmann, New York: Crown, 
1954 
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I maintain that the | strongest and noblest motive for scientific research. 
Only those who realize the immense efforts and, above 


Com relig TOUS, | all, the devotion without which pioneer work in theo- 


feeling is the retical science cannot be achieved are able to grasp the 
strongest and strength of the emotion out of which alone such work, 
noblest motive for remote as it is from the immediate realities of life, can 


aa issue. What a deep conviction of the rationality of the 
scientific research. universe and what a yearning to understand, were it but 
a feeble reflection of the mind revealed in this world, 
Kepler and Newton must have had to enable them to spend years of solitary labor in 
disentangling the principles of celestial mechanics! Those whose acquaintance with 
scientific research is derived chiefly from its practical results easily develop a com- 
pletely false notion of the mentality of the men who, surrounded by a skeptical 
world, have shown the way to kindred spirits scattered wide through the world and 
the centuries. Only one who has devoted his life to similar ends can have a vivid re- 
alization of what has inspired these men and given them the strength to remain true 
to their purpose in spite of countless failures. It is cosmic religious feeling that 
gives a man such strength. A contemporary has said, not unjustly, that in this mate- 
rialistic age of ours the serious scientific workers are the only profoundly religious 


people. 


Einstein’s statement of scientific faith is particularly important in times when science 
and religion seem once again at each other’s throats. Current controversies over “Cre- 
ation” versus “evolution,” for example, have made it seem as if science and religion are 
utterly irreconcilable, with completely opposed visions of the world. But consider this 
response from Keiji Nishitani, a Japanese philosopher conversant in both Christianity 
and Buddhism. Nishitani claims that the distinguishing feature of religion is the “per- 
sonal/impersonal,” or in other words, the deeply personal recognition that each of us 
must give to the existence which we share with all other things in the universe. To step 
outside of ourselves, to consider the world from an impersonal perspective—called 
“personal nihility” by Nishitani—is an intimate and unique activity. But it is a necessary 
one. Everyone, whether consciously or unconsciously, must engage in it at some point 
in his or her life. 


FROM “WHAT IS RELIGION?” 
By KEIJI NISHITANI3 


“What is religion?” we ask ourselves, or, looking at it the other way around, “What 
is the purpose of religion for us? Why do we need it?” Though the question about 
the need for religion may be a familiar one, it already contains a problem. In one 
sense, for the person who poses the question, religion does not seem to be some- 
thing he needs. The fact that he asks the question at all amounts to an admission 


3Keiji Nishitani, “What is Religion?” from Religion and Nothingness, ed. and trans. Jan Van Bragt. Copyright 
© 1982 by Keiji Nishitani. Published by University of California Press. 
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that religion has not yet become a necessity for him. In another sense, however, it is 
surely in the nature of religion to be necessary for just such a person. Wherever 
questioning individuals like this are to be found, the need for religion is there as 
well. In short, the relationship we have to religion is a contradictory one: those for 
whom religion is not a necessity are, for that reason, the very ones for whom reli- 
gion is a necessity. There is no other thing of which the same can be said. 

When asked, “Why do we need learning and the arts?” we might try to explain 
in reply that such things are necessary for the advancement of mankind, for human 
happiness, for the cultivation of the individual, and so forth. Yet even if we can say 
why we need such things, this does not imply that we cannot get along without 
them. Somehow life would still go on. Learning and the arts may be indispensable 
to living well, but they are not indispensable to living. In that sense, they can be 
considered a kind of luxury. 

Food, on the other hand, is essential to life. Nobody would turn to somebody 
else and ask him why he eats. Well, maybe an angel or some other celestial being 
who has no need to eat might ask such questions, but men do not. Religion, to 
judge from current conditions in which many people are in fact getting along with- 
out it, is clearly not the kind of necessity that food is. Yet this does not mean that it 
is merely something we need to live well. Religion has to do with life itself. 
Whether the life we are living will end up in extinction or in the attainment of eter- 
nal life is a matter of the utmost importance for life itself. In no sense is religion to 
be called a luxury. Indeed, this is why religion is an indispensable necessity for 
those very people who fail to see the need for it. Herein lies the distinctive feature 
of religion that sets it apart from the mere life of “nature” and from culture, There- 
fore, to say that we need religion for example, for the sake of social order, or 
human welfare, or public morals is a mistake, or at least a confusion of priorities. 
Religion must not be considered from the viewpoint of its utility, any more than life 
should. A religion concerned primarily with its own utility bears witness to its own 
degeneration. One can ask about the utility of things like eating for the natural life, 
or of things like learning and the arts for culture. In fact, in such matters the ques- 
tion of utility should be of constant concern. Our ordinary mode of being is re- 
stricted to these levels of natural or cultural life. But it is in breaking through that 

ordinary mode of being and overturning it from the 
Religion is at ground up, in pressing us back to the elemental source 
all times the of life where life itself is seen as useless, that religion 
es : becomes something we need—a must for human life. 
individual affair of Two points should be noted from what has just been 
each individual. said. First, religion is at all times the individual affair 

of each individual. This sets it apart from things like 
culture, which, while related to the individual, do not need to concern each individ- 
ual. Accordingly, we cannot understand what religion is from the outside. The reli- 
gious quest alone is the key to understanding it; there is no other way. This is the 
most important point to be made regarding the essence of religion. 

Second, from the standpoint of the essence of religion, it is a mistake to ask 
“What is the purpose of religion for us?” and one that clearly betrays an attitude of 
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trying to understand religion apart from the religious quest. It is a question that 
must be broken through by another question coming from within the person who 
asks it. There is no other road that can lead to an understanding of what religion is 
and what purpose it serves. The counterquestion that achieves this breakthrough is 
one that asks, “For what purpose do I myself exist?” Of everything else we can ask 
its purpose for us, but not of religion. With regard to everything else we can make a 
telos of ourselves as individuals, as man, or as mankind, and evaluate those things 
in relation to our life and existence. We put ourselves as individuals/man/mankind 
at the center and weigh the significance of everything as the contents of our lives as 
individuals/man/mankind. But religion upsets the posture from which we think of 
ourselves as telos and center for all things. Instead, religion poses as a starting point 
the question: “For what purpose do I exist?” 

We become aware of religion as a need, as a must for life, only at the level of life 
at which everything else loses its necessity and its utility. Why do we exist at all? Is 
not our very existence and human life ultimately meaningless? Or, if there is a 
meaning or significance to it all, where do we find it? When we come to doubt the 
meaning of our existence in this way, when we have become a question to our- 
selves, the religious quest awakens within us. These questions and the quest they 
give rise to show up when the mode of looking at and thinking about everything in 
terms of how it relates to us is broken through, where the mode of living that puts 
us at the center of everything is overturned. This is why the question of religion in 
the form, “Why do we need religion?” obscures the way to its own answer from the 
very start. It blocks our becoming a question to ourselves. 

The point at which the ordinarily necessary things of life, including learning and 
the arts, all lose their necessity and utility is found at those times when death, ni- 
hility, or sin—or any of those situations that entail a fundamental negation of our 
life, existence, and ideals, that undermine the roothold of our existence and bring 
the meaning of life into question—become pressing personal problems for us. This 
can occur through an illness that brings one face-to-face with death, or through 
some turn of events that robs one of what had made life worth living. . . . 

Nihility refers to that which renders meaningless the meaning of life. When we 
become a question to ourselves and when the problem of why we exist arises, this 
means that nihility has emerged from the ground of our existence and that our very 
existence has turned into a question mark. The appearance of this nihility signals 
nothing less than that one’s awareness of self-existence has penetrated to an extra- 
ordinary depth. 

Normally we proceed through life, on and on, with our eye fixed on something 
or other, always caught up with something within or without ourselves. It is these 
engagements that prevent the deepening of awareness. They block off the way to an 
opening up of that horizon on which nihility appears and self-being becomes a 
question. This is even the case with learning and the arts and the whole range of 
other cultural engagements. But when this horizon does open up at the bottom of 
those engagements that keep life moving continually on and on, something seems 
to halt and linger before us. This something is the meaninglessness that lies in wait 
at the bottom of those very engagements that bring meaning to life. This is the point 
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at which that sense of nihility, that sense that “everything is the same” we find in 

Nietzsche and Dostoevski, brings the restless, forward-advancing pace of life to a 
halt and makes it take a step back. In the Zen phrase, it “turns the light to what is 

directly underfoot.” 

In the forward progress of everyday life, the ground beneath our feet always falls 
behind as we move steadily ahead; we overlook it. Taking a step back to shed light 
on what is underfoot of the self—“stepping back to come to the self,” as another an- 
cient Zen phrase has it—marks a conversion in life itself. This fundamental conver- 
sion in life is occasioned by the opening up of the horizon of nihility at the ground of 
life. It is nothing less than a conversion from the self-centered (or man-centered) 
mode of being, which always asks what use things have for us (or for man), to an at- 
titude that asks for what purpose we ourselves (or man) exist. Only when we stand 
at this turning point does the question “What is religion?” really become our own. 


+ What does Nishitani mean when he says, “[T]hose for whom 
religion is not a necessity are, for that very reason, the ones 
for whom religion is a necessity”? 


B. THE WESTERN RELIGIONS 


Among the world religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam bear a special relationship 
to each other and to philosophy. They might be called the “Abrahamic” religions, be- 
cause all three trace their roots to Abraham of the Old Testament. Thus, the God wor- 
shiped in all three of these religions is the “God of Abraham.” We might also call these 
the three “Western” religions, in that they all originate among peoples living west of the 
Indus River (one traditional dividing line between East and West). 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are closely associated together and with the West for 
another reason, as well. The early religious thinking of all three was heavily influenced 
by the Greek philosophy of Plato and Aristotle. Although some other religions make use 
of Greek philosophy, its influence in other faiths does not approach the status it holds in 
Christian, Jewish, and Muslim thought. 

Yet the God who appears in the Old Testament is not readily understood in either Pla- 
tonic or Aristotelian terms. (You might look back at our discussions of Plato and Aristo- 
tle in earlier chapters and see if you can find anything akin to the Judeo-Christian God 
described there.) Therefore, early thinkers, particularly in the Middle Ages, had their 
work cut out for them in offering defenses of their beliefs, or in arriving at rational reli- 
gious beliefs, using the Greeks as their model. The medieval philosophers’ attempts to 
do so are among the most monumental of efforts in the history of philosophy, with some 
of the most provocative and widely influential results. 

In many cases, philosophy played a crucial role in the conversions of individuals, and 
whole countries, to one of these religions. In others, philosophical disputes were the pri- 
mary cause of sectarian secessions. In all cases, philosophical arguments were a vital in- 
gredient in the development of the doctrines that have come down to us today. 
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1. The Traditional Conception of God 


The principal issues for all three of these great monotheisms, of course, are the existence 
and character of God. The God of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam has many character- 
istics that must be identified for our understanding. Most importantly, it is generally be- 
lieved that God is an independent being, the Creator of the universe, and distinct from 
the universe He created. It is generally agreed that God is the supremely rational and 
moral being with concern for human justice and human suffering. It is agreed that He is 
all-powerful (omnipotent), all-knowing (omniscient), and that He is everywhere at 
once (omnipresent). In the Old Testament, it is made evident that God has emotions; for 
example, we read of God as “a jealous God” and we hear of the “wrath of God.” It is the 
attempt to understand the being who has these characteristics that defines Western the- 
ology and a great deal of Western metaphysics. 

To insist that God is an independent being, the Creator of the universe but distinct 
from that universe, is of the utmost importance for Western religion. When people try to 
reinterpret God so that He is nothing other than some universal quality, as in “God is 
love,” or “God is ultimate force,” or “God is life,” or “God is the universe,” there is a very 
real possibility that God’s existence as an independent being is being denied. One can 
say “God is love” as shorthand for “God loves us and wants us to love each other” with- 
out this danger. But if one believes that God simply is identical to people’s loving one 
another, then it is evident that this belief is no different from that of a person who might 
not believe in God at all but just believes in love. Similarly, it is one thing to believe that 
God is a “force,” among other things, who created the universe; but if you believe that 
God is nothing other than a force that created the universe, without consciousness or 
concern, then your belief does not differ from that of someone who also believes that 
some force created the universe but does not believe in God. 

In Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, the independence of God from the universe 
He created is an all-important belief. Philosophers and theologians refer to this inde- 
pendence as the transcendence of God. We say that God “transcends” the universe 
and humankind. We also say that He “transcends” all human experience. It is this no- 
tion of transcendence that raises an immediate epistemological problem. If God tran- 
scends our experience, how can we know that He exists at all? If He is outside of our 
every possible experience—if we cannot see, hear, or touch Him—what possible 
evidence can we have for His existence, and how can we have any way of knowing what 
He must be like? 

In some ancient religions, gods and goddesses were very much like human beings. 
They were usually stronger and perhaps smarter. The Greek and Roman gods, for ex- 
ample, were like this. Although they were immortal, they often misbehaved and became 
jealous or furious at one another. Philosophers use the word anthropomorphism when 
they refer to the perception of gods more or less as human. It is quite natural, when peo- 
ple try to envision their deities, that they should endow them with those characteristics 
they understand best—human characteristics. 

The Greek philosopher Xenophanes criticized popular Greek religion around 500 
B.C.E. by noting that “if cows, horses, and lions had hands, or could draw and work like 
men with their hands, horses would draw gods in the shape of horses, etc.” He also noted 
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that “Etheopians make their gods black and snub-nosed, Thracions give them red hair 
and gray eyes.” There is one God, he concluded, but he is “in no way like mortals in body 
and mind.” 

The God of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is much less afithropomorphic than 
the gods and goddesses of ancient Greece and Rome. But it would be a mistake to 
deny that God is conceived in certain anthropomorphic ways as well. The God of the He- 
brews frequently took their side in battle in the Old Testament, helping them to fell the 
walls of Jericho, keeping the sun still for extra hours, and holding apart the waters of 
the Red Sea. The God of the Old Testament has many human emotions: He becomes 
jealous or angry when His commands are not carried out, having people swallowed 
by whales and sometimes destroying whole cities. Even the notion that God is a loving 
God carries with it anthropomorphism. It is often said that these are mere approxima- 
tions, based on the idea that we can never really know or understand what God is like. 
(For example, it is said that we cannot understand divine love and that we use our all- 
too-human conception of love as the only example we can find.) But it must also be said 
that such anthropomorphic projections are in no way an objection to belief in God; it is 
only to be expected that people will try to understand religion in those terms that they 
know best. 

The scriptural emphasis on God’s sense of justice and His concern for humankind 
also demonstrates anthropomorphic characteristics, even if it is true, as we are so often 
told, that God’s conception of justice may be very different from our own. These char- 
acteristics are so important that if a person does not believe that God is a merciful and 
concerned being with a strong sense of justice, then that person probably does not be- 
lieve in God at all. (For example, Aristotle’s “prime mover,” despite the Western theolo- 
gians’ marvelous adaptation of the concept to their religions, is not on the face of it very 
much like the Judeo-Christian God.) Prayer is meaningful only on the assumption that 
God listens to us and understands us; faith is intelligible only on the assumption that God 
cares about us. Without these characteristics, God would not be a moral force in our 
lives. 

Some sophisticated theists and theologians have tried to purge belief in God of 
all anthropomorphic characteristics, speaking, for example, only of “Being Itself” rather 
than the usual characterization of God as “Him.” Still, although we might not actually 
believe that God, like Zeus, resembles some superhuman immortal being, it is clear that 
our traditional conception of God is far more anthropocentric than some theologians 
would no doubt prefer. 

The Western religions’ conception of God has been varied in so many ways that 
we can’t even begin to consider them. The differences between the God of the Old 
Testament and the God of the New Testament have been often discussed. Then there 
are the obvious differences between the various sects of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. And the differences between this God and other gods (Zeus, Krishna, Isis) are so 
enormous that traditional Christians, Jews, and Muslims would hesitate to call these 
“God” at all. 


o If God is transcendent and independent from creation, then 
how do we know that God has the qualities that we ascribe 
to him (e.g. omniscient, good, omnipotent)? 
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2. Can We Know That God Exists? 


It is one thing to be taught that there is a God; it is another to believe in God for good 
reason, rationally, and to know what one believes. Of course, many people have insisted 
that belief in God is not a matter of rationality or knowledge at all but only of faith. But 
the turn to faith logically comes after attempts to know. So before we turn to examine 
other philosophical questions raised by religious belief, let us ask whether or not we can 
know that God exists. 

The problem is a familiar one. Since God by definition transcends our experience, 
how can we have evidence for His existence? It is the same problem we faced with sub- 
stance (for that reason God and substance are so intertwined in metaphysics, as for ex- 
ample in Spinoza). There are people who claim to have been direct witnesses to mira- 
cles or to have heard God’s own voice. But, assuming that none of us is one of them, our 
problem remains: Should we believe their reports? Might they have been victims of 
imagination or hallucination? Is there any evidence in our experience that would allow 
us to know of God’s existence? If not, what reasons can we give for a belief in God? 

In the long history of Western theology, three major sets of “proofs” have emerged as 
attempts to demonstrate God’s existence. Each has received various formulations, and 
all are still being discussed today. They are called (1) the ontological argument, (2) the 
cosmological argument, and (3) the teleological argument. 


THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT This is the most difficult, for it is a purely logical 
proof; it attempts to argue from the idea of God to His necessary existence. Descartes 
used this argument in his Meditations to prove God’s existence. Similar arguments were 
to be found in both Spinoza and Leibniz. But the man who is generally credited with the 
invention of the argument is an eleventh-century monk named St. Anselm. Because the 
argument depends wholly on the idea of God’s existence, it is called ontological. Here 
is how Anselm presents it: 


ON THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
BY ST. ANSELM4 


Some time ago, at the urgent request of some of my brethren, I published a brief 
work, as an example of meditation on the grounds of faith. I wrote it in the role of 
one who seeks, by silent reasoning with himself, to learn what he does not know. 
But when I reflected on this little book, and saw that it was put together as a long 
chain of arguments, I began to ask myself whether one argument might possibly be 
found, resting on no other argument for its proof, but sufficient in itself to prove 
that God truly exists, and that he is the supreme good, needing nothing outside him- 
self, but needful for the being and well-being of all things. I often turned my 
earnest attention to this problem, and at times I believed that I could put my finger 


4St. Anselm, Proslogion, in A Scholastic Miscellany, Vol. 10, The Library of Christian Classics, ed. and trans. 
Eugene R. Fairweather, 1956. Used by permission of Westminster John Knox Press. 
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on what I was looking for, but at other times it completely escaped my mind’s eye, 
until finally, in despair, I decided to give up searching for something that seemed 
impossible to find. But when I tried to put the whole question out of my mind, so as 
to avoid crowding out other matters, with which I might make some progress, by 
this useless preoccupation, then, despite my unwillingness and resistance, it began 
to force itself on me more persistently than ever. Then, one day when I was worn 
out by my vigorous resistance to the obsession, the solution I had ceased to hope 
for presented itself to me, in the very turmoil of my thoughts, so that I enthusiasti- 
cally embraced the idea which in my disquiet, I had spurned. 

eee 


GOD TRULY IS 


And so, O Lord, since thou givest understanding to faith, give me to understand- 
ing—as far as thou knowest it to be good for me—that thou dost exist, as we 
believe, and that thou art what we believe thee to be. Now we believe that thou art 
a being than which none greater can be thought. Or can it be that there is no such 
being, since “the fool hath said in his heart, “There is no God’ ” ? But when this 
same fool hears what I am saying—‘“A being than which none greater can be 
thought’”’—he understands what he hears, and what he understands is in his under- 
standing, even if he does not understand that it exists. For it is one thing for an 
object to be in the understanding, and another thing to understand that it exists. 
When a painter considers beforehand what he is going to paint, he has it in his un- 
derstanding, but he does not suppose that what he has not yet painted already 
exists. But when he has painted it, he both has it in his understanding and under- 
stands that what he has now produced exists. Even the fool, then, must be con- 
vinced that a being than which none greater can be thought exists at least in his 
understanding, since when he hears this he understands it, and whatever is under- 
stood is in the understanding. But clearly that than which a greater cannot be 
thought cannot exist in the understanding alone. For if it is actually in the 
understanding alone, it can be thought of as existing also in reality, and this is 
greater. Therefore, if that than which a greater cannot be thought is in the under- 
standing alone, this same thing than which a greater cannot be thought is that than 
which a greater can be thought. But obviously this is impossible. Without doubt, 
therefore, there exists, both in the understanding and in reality, something than 
which a greater cannot be thought. 


GOD CANNOT BE THOUGHT OF AS NONEXISTENT 


And certainly it exists so truly that it cannot be thought of as nonexistent. For 
something can be thought of as existing, which cannot be thought of as not existing, 
and this is greater than that which can be thought of as not existing. Thus, if that 
than which a greater cannot be thought can be thought of as not existing, this very 
thing than which a greater cannot be thought is nor that than which a greater 

cannot be thought. But this is contradictory. So, then, there truly is a being than 
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which a greater cannot be thought—so truly that it cannot even be thought of as not 
existing. 

And thou art this being, O Lord our God. Thou so truly are, then, O Lord my 
God, that thou canst not even be thought of as not existing. And this is right. For if 
some mind could think of something better than thou, the creature would rise above 
the Creator and judge its Creator; but this is altogether absurd. And indeed, what- 
ever is, except thyself alone, can be thought of as not existing. Thou alone, there- 
fore, of all beings, has being in the truest and highest sense, since no other being so 
truly exists, and thus every other being has less being. Why, then, has “the fool said 
in his heart, ‘There is no God,”’ when it is so obvious to the rational mind that, of 


fool? 


For God is that 
than which a 
greater cannot be 
thought, and who- 
ever understands 
this rightly must 
understand that he 
exists in such a 
way that he cannot 
be non-existent 
even in thought. 


all beings, thou dost exist supremely? Why indeed, unless it is that he is a stupid 


HOW THE FOOL HAS SAID IN HIS HEART WHAT CANNOT BE THOUGHT 


But how did he manage to say in his heart what he could not think? Or how is it 
that he was unable to think what he said in his heart? After all, to say in one’s heart 
and to think are the same thing. Now if it is ttue—or, rather, since it is true—that 


he thought it, because he said it in his heart, but did not 
say it in his heart, since he could not think it, it is clear 
that something can be said in one’s heart or thought in 
more than one way. For we think of a thing, in one 
sense, when we think of the word that signifies it, and 
in another sense, when we understand the very thing it- 
self. Thus, in the first sense God can be thought of as 
nonexistent, but in the second sense this is quite impos- 
sible. For no one who understands what God is can 
think that God does not exist, even though he says 
these words in his heart—perhaps without any mean- 
ing, perhaps with some quite extraneous meaning. For 
God is that than which a greater cannot be thought, and 
whoever understands this rightly must understand that 
he exists in such a way that he cannot be non-existent 
even in thought. He, therefore, who understands that 
God thus exists cannot think of him as nonexistent. 


Thanks be to thee, good Lord, thanks be to thee, because I now understand by 


thy light what I formerly believed thy gift, so that even if I were to refuse to believe 
in thy existence, I could not fail to understand its truth. 


The logic of the argument is deceptively simple: The concept of “God” is defined, in- 


nocently enough, as “a being greater than which none can be thought.” Then, Anselm 
asks, “which would be greater, a being who is merely thought, or a being who actually 
exists?” The answer, of course, is a being who actually exists. But since God is, by 
definition, the greatest being who can be thought, He must therefore exist. “God cannot 
be nonexistent even in thought.” Anselm goes on to argue that the idea of an eternal 
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being who either does not yet exist or no longer exists is self-contradictory, so that the 
very idea we have of such a being requires existence. It is worth noting that, while for- 
mulating the ontological argument, Anselm was also putting into place some of the final 
ingredients in the Christian conception of God, as not only a perfect or even the most 
perfect being but rather as the greatest (most perfect) conceivable being. 

The argument has had a long, influential history, and logicians are still arguing about 
it. The argument was not seriously altered for five centuries, when Descartes took up 
Anselm’s argument and gave it its modern formulation. In the seventeenth century, 
Descartes (in his Meditations) made explicit the presupposition of the argument, that ex- 
istence is a property which, like color, shape, weight, and charm, a thing may either have 
or not have. Some properties, however, are essential to a thing: three angles are essential 
to a triangle, spots are essential to a Dalmatian. So too, Descartes suggests, perfection is 
essential to the most perfect being, and existence is a perfection. One can no more con- 
ceive of a most perfect being without existence than one can conceive of a triangle with- 
out three angles or a Dalmatian without spots. 


ON THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
BY RENE DESCARTES) 


But now, if just because I can draw the idea of something from my thought, it fol- 
lows that all which I know clearly and distinctly as pertaining to this object does 
really belong to it, may I not derive from this an argument demonstrating the exis- 
tence of God? It is certain that I no less find the idea of God, that is to say, the idea 
of a supremely perfect Being, in me, than that of any figure or number whatever it 
is; and I do not know any less clearly and distinctly that an [actual and] eternal 
existence pertains to this nature than I know that all that which I am able to demon- 
strate of some figure or number truly pertains to the nature of this figure or number, 
and therefore, although all that I concluded in the preceding Meditations were 
found to be false, the existence of God would pass with me as at least as certain as I 
have ever held the truths of mathematics (which concern only numbers and figures) 
to be. 

This indeed is not at first manifest, since it would seem to present some appear- 
ance of being a sophism. For being accustomed in all other things to make a dis- 
tinction between existence and essence, I easily persuade myself that the existence 
can be separated from the essence of God, and that we can thus conceive God as 
not actually existing. But, nevertheless, when I think of it with more attention, I 
clearly see that existence can no more be separated from the essence of God than 
can its having its three angles equal to two right angles be separated from the 
essence of a [rectilinear] triangle, or the idea of a mountain from the idea of a val- 
ley; and so there is not any less repugnance to our conceiving a God (that is, a 


SRené Descartes, “Meditation IV.” in Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Des- 
cartes, trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press. 
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Being supremely perfect) to whom existence is lacking (that is to say, to whom a 
certain perfection is lacking), than to conceive of a mountain which has no valley. 


existed. 


From the fact that 
I cannot conceive 
God without 
existence, it fol- 
lows that existence 
is inseparable 
from Him, and 


But although I cannot really conceive of a God without existence any more than 
a mountain without a valley, still from the fact that I conceive a mountain with a 
valley, it does not follow that there is such a mountain in the world; similarly al- 
though I conceive of God as possessing existence, it would seem that it does not 
follow that there is a God which exists; for my thought does not impose any neces- 
sity upon things, and just as I may imagine a winged horse, although no horse 
with wings exists, so I could perhaps attribute existence to God, although no God 


But a sophism is concealed in this objection; for from the fact that I cannot con- 
ceive a mountain without a valley, it does not follow that there is any mountain or 


any valley in existence, but only that the mountain and 
the valley, whether they exist or do not exist, cannot in 
any way be separated one from the other. While from 
the fact that I cannot conceive God without existence, 
it follows that existence is inseparable from Him, and 
hence that He really exists; not that my thought can 
bring this to pass, or impose any necessity on things, 
but, on the contrary, because the necessity which lies in 
the thing itself, i.e. the necessity of the existence of 
God determines me to think in this way. For it is not 
within my power to think of God without existence 


hence that He (that is of a supremely perfect Being devoid of a 
really exists. supreme perfection) though it is in my power to imag- 
ine a horse either with wings or without wings. 

And we must not here object that it is in truth necessary for me to assert that 
God exists after having presupposed that He possesses every sort of perfection, 
since existence is one of these, but that as a matter of fact my original supposition 
was not necessary, just as it is not necessary to consider that all quadrilateral figures 
can be inscribed in the circle; for supposing I thought of this, I should be con- 
strained to admit that the rhombus might be inscribed in the circle since it is a 
quadrilateral figure, which, however, is manifestly false. Although it is not neces- 
sary that I should at any time entertain the notion of God, nevertheless whenever it 
happens that I think of a first and a sovereign Being, and, so to speak, derive the 
idea of Him from the storehouse of my mind, it is necessary that I should attribute 
to Him every sort of perfection, although I do not get so far as to enumerate them 
all, or to apply my mind to each one in particular. And this necessity suffices to 
make me conclude (after having recognised that existence is a perfection) that this 
first and sovereign Being really exists; just as though it is not necessary for me ever 
to imagine any triangle, yet, whenever I wish to consider a rectilinear figure com- 
posed only of three angles, it is absolutely essential that I should attribute to it all 
those properties which serve to bring about the conclusion that its three angles are 
not greater than two right angles, even although I may not then be considering this 
point in particular. But when I consider which figures are capable of being inscribed 
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in the circle, it is in no way necessary that I should think that all quadrilateral 
figures are of this number; on the contrary, I cannot even pretend that this is the 
case, so long as I do not desire to accept anything which I cannot conceive clearly 
and distinctly. And in consequence there is a great difference between the false sup- 
positions such as this, and the true ideas born within me, the first and principal of 
which is that of God. For really I discern in many ways that this idea is not some- 
thing factitious, and depending solely on my thought, but that it is the image of a 
true and immutable nature; first of all, because I cannot conceive anything but 

God himself to whose essence existence [necessarily] pertains; in the second place 
because it is not possible for me to conceive two or more Gods in this same posi- 
tion; and, granted that there is one such God who now exists, I see clearly that it is 
necessary that He should have existed from all eternity and that He must exist eter- 
nally; and finally, because I know an infinitude of other properties in God, none of 
which I can either diminish or change. 


Descartes’ version is 


I cannot conceive of a God without the property of existence. 
(“His existence cannot be separated from His essence.” ) 
Therefore, God exists. 


Then he adds 


My conception of God is such that He has every sort of perfection. 
Existence is a perfection. 
Therefore, God necessarily exists. 


These arguments are valid as stated, but are they also sound? Consider the following 
argument, which has been proposed in the same form as the above arguments. Define a 
“grenlin” as “the greenest imaginable creature.” Now, which is greener, a green creature 
that does exist or one that does not? Obviously the one that exists. Therefore, at least one 
grenlin exists. 

It is worth noting that this objection had been raised against Anselm too, by Gaunilo 
of Marmoutier, who suggested the existence of an island more perfect than any other, on 
the same grounds that it would be contradictory for the most perfect island not to exist. 
Anselm replied that the argument cannot be applied to islands (or grenlins) or anything 
else whose nonexistence is conceivable. The question, then, is what it means for nonex- 
istence to be conceivable or for existence to be a necessary property of a thing. 

Descartes faced a similar challenge to his formulation when a critic attacked his anal- 
ogy with triangles and insisted that, while it may be true that if a triangle exists, then it 
must have three angles, it does not follow that triangles must exist, or that any in fact do 
exist. Descartes’ answer is similar to Anselm’s response to his critic: The essence of tri- 
angle does not include the perfection of existence, as God’s surely does. 

The ontological argument makes a special case for God, because He is the only 
“greatest conceivable” or “most perfect” being. Nevertheless, the argument has made 
many believers uneasy and has been dismissed as a clever trick by nonbelievers. But, 
whatever our unease, the argument is clearly valid. 
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The argument is a straightforward syllogism of the “All men are mortal/Socrates is a 
man/Socrates is mortal” type, the only real (but significant) difference being that, while 
there can be any number of men, there can be only one God, one “most perfect” being. 
But what we have so far taken for granted in the above presentations of the argument is 
the presupposition that existence is a property, like a color or shape. One way of attack- 
ing the logic of the argument, even while accepting its validity, is to challenge this pre- 
supposition, and thus the soundness of the argument. Should we be allowed to write, in 
our second premise, “Ex”? In other words, is “exists” a predicate, like “barks” and “is 
green”? Or is it rather a quantifier, like “all” and “none” and “some” (which is, essen- 
tially, “there exists at least one . . .”)? The objection that “existence is not a predicate” 
was formulated against the ontological argument by Immanuel Kant. 

The great philosopher Kant suggested that the problem lies in the central idea, shared 
by the ontological argument and the unacceptable arguments that follow the same form, 
that existence is one of the essential properties, that is, part of the definition of a thing. 
But existence, Kant argues, is not a property and cannot be part of a definition. In an 
often quoted passage of his Critique of Pure Reason, he presents this argument: 


AGAINST THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
BY IMMANUEL KANT® 


I answer:—Even in introducing into the concept of a thing, which you wish to 
think in its possibility only, the concept of its existence, under whatever disguise it 
may be, you have been guilty of a contradiction. If you were allowed to do this, you 
would apparently have carried your point; but in reality you have achieved nothing, 
but have only committed a tautology. I simply ask you, whether the proposition, 
that this or that thing (which, whatever it may be, I grant you as possible) exists, is 
an analytical or a synthetical proposition? If the former, then by its existence you 
add nothing to your thought of the thing; but in that case, either the thought within 
you would be the thing itself, or you have presupposed existence, as belonging to 
possibility, and have according to your own showing deducted existence from inter- 
nal possibility, which is nothing but a miserable tautology. The mere word reality, 
which in the concept of a thing sounds different from existence in the concept of 
the predicate, can make no difference. For if you call all accepting or positing 
(without determining what it is) reality, you have placed a thing, with all its predi- 
cates, within the concept of the subject, and accepted it as real, and you do nothing 
but repeat it in the predicate. If, on the contrary, you admit, as every sensible man 
must do, that every proposition involving existence is synthetical, how can you say 
that the predicate of existence does not admit of removal without contradiction, a 
distinguishing property which is peculiar to analytical propositions only, the very 
character of which depends on it? 

I might have hoped to put an end to this subtle argumentation, without many 
words, and simply by an accurate definition of the concept of existence, if I had not 


Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason, rev. 2nd ed., trans. Max Müller, London: Macmillan, 1927. 
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seen that the illusion, in mistaking a logical predicate for a real one (that is the 
predicate which determines a thing), resists all correction. Everything can become a 
logical predicate, even the subject itself may be predicated of itself, because logic 
makes no account of any contents of concepts. Determination, however, is a predi- 
cate, added to the concept of the subject, and enlarging it, and it must not therefore 
be contained in it. 
Being is evidently not a real predicate, or a concept of something that can be 
added to the concept of a thing. It is merely the admission of a thing, and of certain 
determinations in it. Logically, it is merely the copula 
Being is evidently of a judgment. The proposition, God is almighty, con- 
; tains two concepts, each having its object, namely, God 
not a real p redi- and almightiness. The small word is, is not an addi- 
cate, or a concept tional predicate, but only serves to put the predicate in 


of somethin g that relation to the subject. If, then, I take the subject (God) 
can be added to with all its predicates (including that of almightiness), 
and say, God is, or there is a God, I do not put a new 
the concept of a predicate to the concept of God, but I only put the sub- 
thing. ject by itself, with all its predicates, in relation to my 


concept, as its object. Both must contain exactly the 
same kind of thing, and nothing can have been added to the concept, which ex- 
presses possibility only, by my thinking its object as simply given and saying it is. 
And thus the real does not contain more than the possible. A hundred real dollars 
do not contain a penny more than a hundred possible dollars. For as the latter sig- 
nify the concept, the former the object and its position by itself, it is clear that, in 
case the former contained more than the latter, my concept would not express the 
whole object, and would not therefore be its adequate concept. In my financial posi- 
tion no doubt there exists more by one hundred real dollars, than by their concept 
only (that is their possibility), because in reality the object is not only contained an- 
alytically in my concept, but is added to my concept (which is a determination of 
my state), synthetically; but the conceived hundred dollars are not in the least in- 
creased through the existence which is outside my concept. 


What Kant is arguing is that the existence of a thing can never be merely a mat- 
ter of logic. (This is what he means when he says that the proposition that a thing exists 
cannot be analytic.) “Existence” or “being,” he argues, isn’t a “real predicate” (though it 
is a grammatical predicate) because it does not tell us anything more about whatever is 
said to have existence or being. In other words, there is something odd about the state- 
ment, “this apple is red, round, ripe, and exists.” What is odd is that “exists” does not give 
a characteristic of the apple but rather says that there is an apple with these characteris- 
tics. The proper characterization of God, therefore, includes the various characteristics 
we discussed earlier in this chapter, but it should not include, according to Kant, any 
characteristic that implies God’s existence. It is one thing to say that God, if He exists, 
has such-and-such characteristics; it is something more to say that such a God exists. 
(This is what Kant means by his example about the one hundred real versus one hundred 
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possible dollars; they both have exactly the same number of cents, but only the one hun- 
dred real dollars are worth anything.) 

Many contemporary philosophers agree with Kant’s argument, but many do not. The 
ontological argument is by no means put to rest. Charles Hartshorne, for example, has 
provided us with a very contemporary version of the argument. 


ON THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
BY CHARLES HARTSHORNE’ 


The ontological argument turns logically upon the unique relation between the pos- 
sibility and the actuality, the “essence” and the “existence,” of God. With ordinary 
finite ideas the task of knowledge is to decide among three cases: (1) the type of 
thing conceived is impossible, and hence non-existent (e.g., a moral being totally 
without “freedom”); (2) the type of thing is possible, but there is no actual example 
(a Euclidean space?); (3) the thing is possible, and there is an example (a speaking 
animal). The ontological argument holds that with the idea of God only two of 
these three cases need be considered, since one of the three, (2), is meaningless. If, 
the argument holds, there exists no God, then there also can be no possibility of the 
existence of a God, and the concept is nonsense, like that of “round square.” If, fur- 
ther, it can be shown that the idea of God is not nonsensical, that it must have an at 
least possible object, then it follows that it has an actual object, since a “merely 
possible” God is, if the argument is sound, inconceivable. Where impossibility and 
mere unactualized possibility are both excluded, there nothing remains but actual- 
ity, if the idea has any meaning at all. 

The ontological argument itself does not suffice to exclude the impossibility or 
meaninglessness of God, but only to exclude his mere possibility. Or, as Leibniz 
said, it must assume that God is not impossible. (We shall consider presently 
whether the argument can be extended so as to justify this assumption.) The inven- 
tor of the argument, Anselm, took it for granted that the man with religious experi- 
ence, to whom he addressed his discourse, though he may doubt God’s existence, 
will not easily doubt that in hoping that there is a God he is at least hoping for 
something with a self-consistent meaning. Now, given a meaning, there must be 
something which is meant. We do not think just our act of thinking. What we think 
may not be actual, but can it be less than possible—unless it be a self-contradictory 
combination of factors, singly and separately possible? In short, when we think, can 
we fail to refer to something beyond our thought which, either as a whole or in its 
elements, is at least possible? Granting this, the ontological argument says that, 
with reference to God, “at least possible” is indistinguishable from “possible and 
actual” (though, as we shall see, “possible” here means simply “not impossible” 
and has no positive content different from actuality). Let us now present the reasons 


7Charles Hartshorne, Man’s Vision of God, New York: Harper and Row, 1941. 
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for the contention that “at least possible” and “actual” are indistinguishable in the 
case of the divine. 

According to one theory of possibility, a given type of entity is possible if the 
most general features, the strictly generic characters, of existence or of the universe 
are compatible with the production of such an entity. Thus, there is no contradiction 
of the most general features of reality in the supposition that nature has really pro- 
duced Mr. Micawber. There is contradiction of the details of nature (such as the de- 
tail that Micawber is a character in a novel written by a highly imaginative author), 
but these may be supposed otherwise without destroying the meaning, the generic 
content, of “existence.” But the idea of God is the idea of a being everlasting in du- 
ration, and independent, in a certain aspect of his being (in his individual 
“essence”), from everything else. Such a being could not be produced, since he 
must then be both derivative and underivative, everlasting and yet not everlasting. 
To create the omniscient, one must endow him with a perfect memory of the past 
before he existed; to create the omnipotent, one must endow him with incompara- 
bly more power, a metaphysically different order of power, than that which created 
him. It is hardly necessary to prolong the discussion: no theologian holding either 
type-one or type-two theism has ever rejected that portion of the ontological argu- 
ment which consists in the proof that God could not be a mere possibility; and (as 
we are about to show) it is demonstrable that in order to reject this proof one must 
construct a theory of possibility which would not be required for ordinary purposes, 
so that the tables may be turned upon those who accuse the argument of making 
God an exception to all principles of knowledge. The argument does make God an 
exception, but only in the sense that it deduces this exceptional status from a gener- 
ally applicable theory of possibility together with the definition of God. Nothing 
else is required. The opposition, on the contrary, sets up a general principle which, 
but for God and the desire to avoid asserting his existence (as following from his 
possibility), would be without merit. 

eee 

The old objection that if a perfect being must exist then a perfect island or a per- 
fect devil must exist is not perhaps very profound. For it is answered simply by 
denying that anyone can conceive perfection, in the strict sense employed by the ar- 
gument, to be possessed by an island or a devil. A perfect devil would have at the 
same time to be infinitely responsible for all that exists besides itself, and yet infi- 
nitely averse to all that exists. It would have to attend with unrivaled care and pa- 
tience and fullness of realization to the lives of all other beings (which must depend 
for existence upon this care), and yet it must hate all these things with matchless 
bitterness. It must savagely torture a cosmos every item of which is integral with its 
own being, united to it with a vivid intimacy such as we can only dimly imagine. In 
short, whether a perfect God is sense or nonsense, a perfect devil is unequivocally 
nonsense, and it is of no import whether the nonsensical does or does not necessar- 
ily exist, since in any case it necessarily does not exist, and its existence would be 
nothing, even though a necessary nothing. Clearly, again, an island is not in essence 
unproducible and self-sufficient. Of course one can arbitrarily put concepts together 
and suppose that an island which could never be destroyed and had never been pro- 
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duced would be better than one capable of production, since some form of eternal 
life might go on upon it, undisturbed by any possibility of an end to such a world. 
But it is not apparent what would make such a world an island, if the “waters” 
which “washed” it never wore its shores, and if it were not a part of the surface of a 
body in space surrounded by other bodies capable of smashing it to pieces, and 
were not composed of particles capable of ultimately separating, etc. The question 
is if such a conception would in the end be distinguishable from the idea of the cos- 
mos as the perpetually renewed body of God, that is, not an island in the least, but 
an aspect of the very idea of God whose self-existence is upheld by the argument. 
oe 

Thus to make God’s existence exceptional in relation to his conceivability is a 
result, not a violation, of the general principle of existence. Whatever is merely pos- 
sible, this possibility as such is real, is other than nothing, only thanks to something 
which itself is not merely possible but is reality itself as self-identical, or as that 
which, being the ground of possibility, is more than merely possible. It is an impli- 
cation of the idea of God that he is that ground. 


Whether or not the argument succeeds in anything like its classical form, it can be un- 
derstood in another way, which clearly distinguishes it from all the absurd arguments 
that apparently have the same form. If you believe in God, then the argument might be 
taken in a very different way, not as a “proof” but as an attempt to articulate your belief. 
The theologian Karl Barth has argued that this is what Anselm’s argument really tries to 
do, and as you read over his argument a second or third time it becomes clear that he is 
expressing his faith as much as he is offering a logical proof. In general, the “proofs” of 
God’s existence have been such articulations and expressions as well as proper logical 
arguments. Even if they fail as proofs, they often succeed in this other, and perhaps more 
important function. Descartes’ and Anselm’s argument is, ultimately, that we cannot 
think about God and at the same time doubt His existence. 

It is clear that, considered simply as a logical argument, the ontological argument 
does not have the power to convert nonbelievers into believers. Or if you are a believer, 
it is clear that an objection to the “proof” is not going to shake your faith in any way 
whatsoever. So the significance of the proof is ambiguous; as a logical exercise it is bril- 
liant, as an expression of faith it may be edifying, but as an actual proof that God exists 
or as a means of converting atheists it seems to have no power at all. 


+ What is a major objection to the ontological argument? To 
the cosmological argument? To the teleological argument? 

+ What does it mean to say that a “proof” for God's existence 
is not really a proof at all, but an articulation of belief? 


THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT The second “proof” of God’s existence is a set of 
arguments that date back to Aristotle’s argument for the prime mover. The basis of all 
these arguments is the intolerability if not the unthinkability of an infinite regress and 
the need for some ultimate explanation. Together they are called the cosmological argu- 
ment, and their best-known formulation is by St. Thomas Aquinas as the first three of his 
“five ways” of proving God’s existence. 
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ON THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
BY ST. THOMAS AQUINASS® 


The first and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, and evi- 
dent to our senses, that in the world some things are in motion. Now whatever is 
moved is moved by another, for nothing can be moved except it is in potentiality to 
that towards which it is moved whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it is in act. For 
motion is nothing else than the reduction of something from potentiality to actual- 
ity. But nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by something 
in a state of actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is 
potentially hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and changes it. Now it is not 
possible that the same thing should be at once in actuality and potentiality in the 
same respect, but only in different respects. For what is actually hot cannot simulta- 
neously be potentially hot; but it is simultaneously potentially cold. It is therefore 
impossible that in the same respect and in the same way a thing should be both 
mover and moved, i.e., that it should move itself. Therefore, whatever is moved 
must be moved by another. If that by which it is moved be itself moved, then this 
also must needs be moved by another, and that by another again. But this cannot go 
on to infinity, because then there would be no first mover, and consequently, no 
other mover, seeing that subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are moved 
by the first mover, as the staff moves only because it is moved by the hand. There- 
fore, it is necessary to arrive at a first mover, moved by no other; and this everyone 
understands to be God. 


The second way is from the nature of efficient 
We cannot but cause.’ In the world of sensible things we find there is 
admit the existence an order of efficient causes. There is no case known 
i (neither is it, indeed, possible) in which a thing is 
of some being found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would 
having of itself be prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient 
its own necessity, causes it is not possible to go on to infinity, because in 
ar all efficient causes following in order, the first is the 
and not receiving cause of the intermediate cause, and the intermediate is 
it, from another, the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the intermedi- 
but rather causing ate cause be several, or one only. Now to take away the 
A ' cause is to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be 
in others their no first cause among efficient causes, there will be no 
necessity. ultimate, nor any intermediate cause. But if in efficient 
‘ causes it is possible to go on to infinity, there will be 
no first efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate effect, nor any intermediate 
efficient causes; all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary to admit a 
first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of God. 


8St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, New York: Ben- 
ziger, Bruce & Glencoe, 1948. 

An efficient cause is an event (or an agent) that brings something about. The term comes from Aristotle. See 
“cause” in the glossary to Chapter 1. 
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The third way is taken from possibility and necessity, and runs thus. We find in 
nature things that are possible to be and not to be, since they are found to be gener- 
ated, and to be corrupted, and consequently, it is possible for them to be and not to 
be. But it is impossible for these always to exist, for that which can not-be at some 
time is not. Therefore, if everything can not-be, then at one time there was nothing 
| in existence. Now if this were true, even now there would be nothing in existence, 
because that which does not exist begins to exist only through something already 
existing. Therefore, if at one time nothing was in existence, it would have been im- 
possible for anything to have begun to exist; and thus even now nothing would be in 
existence—which is absurd. Therefore, not all beings are merely possible, but there 
must exist something the existence of which is necessary. But every necessary thing 
either has its necessity caused by another, or not. Now it is impossible to go on to 
infinity in necessary things which have their necessity caused by another, as has 
been already proved in regard to efficient causes. Therefore we cannot but admit the 
existence of some being having of itself its own necessity, and not receiving it from 
another, but rather causing in others their necessity. This all men speak of as God. 


In his “fourth way,” Aquinas combines the form of cosmological argument with some 
of the ideas from the ontological argument: 


The fourth way is taken from the gradation to be found in things. Among beings 
there are some more and some less good, true, noble, and the like. But more and 
less are predicated of different things according as they resemble in their different 
ways something which is the maximum, as a thing is said to be hotter according as 
it more nearly resembles that which is hottest; so that there is something which is 
truest, something best, something noblest, and, consequently, something which is 
most being, for those things that are greatest in truth are greatest in being, as it is 
written in [Aristotle’s] Metaphysics. . . . Now the maximum in any genus is the 
cause of all in that genus, as fire, which is the maximum of heat, is the cause of all 
hot things, as is said in the same book. Therefore, there must also be something 
which is to all beings the cause of their being, goodness, and every other perfection, 
and this we call God. 


The cosmological argument, in all of these versions, is also both an attempt at “proof” 
and an expression of one’s belief in God. Accordingly, it must be appreciated for its role 
in articulating the concept of God in traditional Christianity and evaluated as a logical ar- 
gument. As a logical argument, two modern objections seem to have considerable weight. 
First, even if the argument is formally valid, it proves only that there is some “first mover” 
or “first cause” or “necessary being.” It does not prove that this being has all of the other 
attributes that allow us to recognize God. (Aquinas’ fourth “way,” however, includes 
moral attributes of perfection as well.) Taken at face value, the first three versions of the 
cosmological argument are similar to Aristotle’s argument for the “prime mover” (Chap- 
ter 1) except that Aquinas takes the “first cause” to be an “efficient” as well as “final” 
cause, that is, as the creator as well as the meaning of the universe. 

Furthermore, Aristotle (in his Physics) allows that there might be several prime 
movers, while Aquinas is clear that there can be only one. Nevertheless, one might ac- 
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cept the argument and believe only in a “first cause” and deny the existence of God. Or 
if it is accepted that there must be a first cause, why could the universe itself not be its 
own cause? In current physics, scientists would argue that this idea is just as plausible 
as the idea that there must have been something else that caused our universe to exist. 
This leads us to the second objection, which would have been unthinkable to Aquinas 
(or Aristotle) but is generally accepted today. The idea of an infinite regress, that the uni- 
verse did not have a beginning but has always existed, seemed like an obvious absurdity 
until the nineteenth century. But now, even though scientists and mathematicians talk 
about the beginning of the universe and the relativity of time, they no longer consider an 
infinite regress as necessarily impossible. Without the idea that every infinite regress is 
an absurdity, the cosmological argument loses its main premise. 

In fact, Aquinas admits that there is no valid argument against the claim that God and 
the universe existed for all eternity, but he has another argument to help him here. He 
says that the beginning of the universe required an act, which means that the universe 
could not have been the cause of itself. Furthermore, even if the universe existed eter- 
nally, it would still require a prime mover to keep it in motion. Therefore, he concludes, 
God must exist even if the infinite regress argument by itself does not prove this. 


+ Isan infinite regress absurd? Do you find the idea of an un- 
caused cause any less absurd? 


THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT The third “proof” of God’s existence is the one that 
is probably most familiar to you. It is usually called the argument from design. Im- 
manuel Kant called it the teleological argument. It is often the most universally appeal- 
ing of the three arguments because it depends as much on our emotions and our sense of 
wonder as it does on logical principles. The classical form of the argument goes like this. 
Suppose you are walking across a deserted beach and come across a watch, lying in the 
sand. You immediately conclude, “people have been here.” Why? Because it is highly un- 
likely that a mechanism as intricately designed as a watch might be thrown together by 
the chance forces of nature. A pebble on the beach might be curiously shaped, but any- 
thing approaching the complexity of a tool or a piece of sculpture, much less a complex 
mechanism, would strike us as proof of some intelligent being. Now, looking at the uni- 
verse, it is easy to wonder at its complexity, the intricate workings of the heavens or even 
a single-celled organism and the grand variety and interconnection of all living things. 
From this, one concludes that the universe as a whole must have been rationally designed. 

One classic version of the teleological argument is St. Thomas Aquinas’ “fifth way”: 


ON THE “FIFTH WAY” 
ny ST. THOMAS AQUINAS!0 


The fifth way is taken from the governance of the world. We see that things which 
lack knowledge, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and this is evident from their 
acung always: or ais) gts in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. 


10St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, New York: Ben- 
ziger, Bruce & Glencoe, 1948 
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Hence it is plain that they achieve their end, not fortuitously, but designedly. Now 
whatever lacks knowledge cannot move towards an end, unless it be directed by 
some being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is directed by 
the archer. Therefore some intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are 
directed to their end; and this being we call God. 


The argument is powerful psychologically, but it too has its problems. Like the earlier 
two arguments, it may prove much less about God than the theist needs to have proven. 
The God who has rationally designed the universe need not have the slightest concern 
for humankind, for example. He may well consider us just one of those little curios- 
ities of evolution that, for a few thousand years, interfered with His other interests. But 
there are other problems peculiar to this argument. It is easily mocked, and Voltaire, 
who was around when the argument was most popular, parodied its logic in Candide 
(by suggesting that, among other things, it was marvelous that God gave us noses so 
that we can wear eyeglasses). A Leibnizian philosopher, Dr. Pangloss, dismisses all 
of the horrible tragedies that be fall young Candide and his wife Cunegund on the 
grounds that this is, he keeps repeating, “the best of all possible worlds.” (A contempo- 
rary version of Candide, an opera by Leonard Bernstein, uses the following refrain: 
“Once one dismisses the rest of all possible worlds, one finds that this is the best of all 
possible worlds.”) 

Perhaps the “design” in nature appears as such only to one who is already predis- 
posed to believe in a designer. This is most powerfully presented by David Hume in his 
blasphemous (and therefore posthumous) Dialogues on Natural Religion: 


ON AN IMPERFECT UNIVERSE 
BY DAVID HUME!! 


In a word, Cleanthes, a man who follows your hypothesis is able, perhaps, to assert 
or conjecture that the universe sometime arose from something like design; but 
beyond that position he cannot ascertain one single circumstance and is left after- 
wards to fix every point of his theology by the utmost license of fancy and hypothe- 
sis. This world, for aught he knows, is very faulty and 


This world, for imperfect compared to a superior standard and was 
aug ht he knows, .. . only the first rude essay of some infant deity who after- 
wards abandoned it, ashamed of his lame performance; 
was only the fir st it is the work only of some dependent, inferior deity 
rude essay of some | andis the object of derision to his superiors; it is the 
; t roduction of old age and dotage in some superannu- 
infant deity who id deity and, ever since his death, has run on at ad- 
afterw ards ventures from the first impulse and active force which 
abandoned it. it received from him. 


David Hume, Dialogues on Natural Religion, ed. Norman Kemp Smith, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1935. 
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Hume’s argument is, quite simply, that this is not a perfect world, which means that the 
God who supposedly designed it cannot be perfect either. One can even wonder whether 
auniverse that has been so badly designed has been designed at all. But Cleanthes replies 
that he rejects both the suppositions and the tone of these sarcastic remarks and even in- 
sists that the argument that the universe is badly designed presupposes a designer. There 
are more powerful replies, however: that the world is in fact designed as well as it could 
possibly be, or else that it is a design that has not yet been fully realized and has not yet 
come to see full perfection. 

The credibility of the argument from design has suffered enormously (but perhaps 
needlessly) from the shock of Darwin’s theory of evolution. Accordingly, the Christian 
Church has combated the latter with all of the resources at its command. But the battle 
has been largely unnecessary and, if anything, has falsely overemphasized the conflict 
between science and religion, weakening the credibility of the Church, For evolution 
need not deny the argument from design. It only changes the argument from the tradi- 
tional idea that God created the universe all at once (though even in Genesis, He spread 
it out over several days) to the idea that He created it over a long period of time, using 
natural selection as one of His tools. 

But the logic of evolution does undermine the appeal of the argument from design in 
amore subtle way. The power of the argument is, boiled down to essentials, “Isn’t it mar- 
velous that things are as they are!” But our “marvel” depends on our putting some pre- 
mium on “the way things are.” We place a high premium on “the way things are” be- 
cause according to the laws of probability (or chance) the odds against this way are 
enormous. Now consider the following analogy: You are playing cards, stud poker, and 
the dealer gives you excellent hands twice in a row. You would be suspicious. The odds 
are against it. And, particularly if you lose both times, you will be certain that some “de- 
sign” (namely, the dealer’s) is behind it. But now, why would you not have the same sus- 
picions given any two consecutive hands, for the odds are exactly the same against any 
combination of cards? (The odds against receiving any hand of the same five cards twice 
consecutively are 2.6 million to 1.) The answer, of course, has nothing to do with the 
“likelihood” of getting one set of hands rather than another but with the significance you 
place on the one combination rather than the other. So too, with the argument from 
design. 

Evolution has given the world many different “ways that things are” and will give it 
many more. The reason for our marveling at this particular “way that things are” is that 
we suppose that the odds against it are uniquely high, But they are not, They are equally 
high against every other possible “way that things are,” and so this “way” seems to de- 
serve no special explanation. This does not deny “design,” of course; it only emphasizes 
the importance of a certain way of seeing the world, a way shared by science and nature- 
lovers as well as theists. Wittgenstein summed up this view toward the argument from 
design in a phrase: “What is remarkable is not how things are, but that they are at all.” 
(This turns us back to the cosmological argument.) 

But the argument from design does not lack its current defenders and enthusiasts. 
Current theory does not always invoke God explicitly, but argues more generally that the 
universe does show design and cannot be the product of pure chance. The following se- 
lections are from physicist Paul Davies and philosopher Cory Juhl. 
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FROM THE MIND OF GOD 
BY PAUL DAVIES!2 


All the evidence suggests that this is not just any old universe, but one which is re- 
markably well adjusted to the existence of certain interesting and significant entities 
(e.g., stable stars). 

The situation becomes even more intriguing when we take into account the exis- 
tence of living organisms. The fact that biological systems have very special re- 
quirements, and that these requirements are, happily, met by nature, has been com- 
mented upon at least since the seventeenth century. It is only in the twentieth 
century, however, with the development of biochemistry, genetics, and molecular 
biology, that the full picture has emerged. Already in 1913 the distinguished Har- 
vard biochemist Lawrence Henderson wrote: “The properties of matter and the 
course of cosmic evolution are now seen to be intimately related to the structure of 
the living being and to its activities; . . . the biologist may now rightly regard the 
Universe in its very essence as biocentric.” Henderson was led to this surprising 
view from his work on the regulation of acidity and alkalinity in living organisms, 
and the way that such regulation depends crucially upon the rather special proper- 
ties of certain chemical substances. He was also greatly impressed at how water, 
which has a number of anomalous properties, is incorporated into life at a basic 
level. Had these various substances not existed, or had the laws of physics been 
somewhat different so that the substances did not enjoy these special properties, 
then life (at least as we know it) would be impossible. Henderson regarded the “fit 
ness of the environment” for life as too great to be accidental, and asked what man- 
ner of law is capable of explaining such a match. 

In the 1960s the astronomer Fred Hoyle noted that the element carbon, whose 
peculiar chemical properties make it crucial to terrestrial life, is manufactured from 
helium inside large stars. . . . Hoyle was struck by the fact that the key reaction 
proceeds only because of a lucky fluke. Carbon nuclei are made by a rather tricky 
process involving the simultaneous encounter of three high-speed helium nuclei, 
which then stick together. Because of the rarity of triple-nucleus encounters, the re- 
action can proceed at a significant rate only at certain well-defined energies (termed 
“resonances”), where the reaction rate is substantially amplified by quantum ef- 
fects. By good fortune, one of these resonances is positioned just about right to cor- 
respond to the sort of energies that helium nuclei have inside large stars. . . . A 
detailed study also revealed other “coincidences” without which carbon would not 
be both produced and preserved inside stars. Hoyle was so impressed by this “mon- 
strous series of accidents,” he was prompted to comment that it was as if “the laws 
of nuclear physics have been deliberately designed with regard to the consequences 
they produce inside the stars.” Later he was to expound the view that the universe 
looks like a “put-up job,” as though somebody had been “monkeying” with the laws 


of physics. 


12Paul Davies, The Mind of God, New York: Simon of Schuster, 1992, pp. 198-199. 
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ON THE “FINE-TUNING” ARGUMENT 
BY CORY JUHL!3 


As Paul Davies notes in The Mind of God, there appear to be a large number of sur- 
prising “coincidences” in the structure of physical laws. For instance, he notes that 
in 1913 the Harvard biochemist Lawrence Henderson pointed out how remarkable 
was the “fit” of the earth’s environment to life, and in the 1960s astronomer Fred 
Hoyle was struck by the fact that the reactions that made life possible were “a 

lucky fluke.” It seems that the fundamental constants of physics, such as the gravi- 
tational constant and dozens of others, seem “finely tuned” to allow for life as we 
know it. According to the fine-tuning argument, the surprising way in which the 
various constants “fit together” strongly suggests that an intelligent being was in- 
volved in the production of our universe. The reasoning is straightforward. Of all 
the combinations of values that the constants might have taken, their values are dis- 
tributed in just the right way to yield a universe that can produce life as we know it. 
If there is a God who wants life as we know it to arise, this is not surprising. If there 
is no God, the probability that such a combination would come in to being sponta- 
neously, or accidentally, is infinitesimally small. Since these hypotheses exhaust the 
class of possible explanations, we should infer that God (or at least some extremely 
powerful intelligent being) “fine-tuned” the universe and its laws. 

A number of responses have been given to this argument. One common response 
made by a number of physicists is that, granting the prior improbability of any sin- 
gle universe being “fine-tuned,” it may be that there are an enormous number of 
universes, whose fundamental constant values vary randomly across the collection. 
Given enough such universes, it is not surprising that some universe should be fine- 
tuned. Furthermore, intelligent observers will be around asking such questions only 
in fine-tuned universes, so it should not be surprising that we (intelligent observers) 
find ourselves in a universe of this sort. Fine-tuning advocates have responded that 
such a “many-universes” response seems ad hoc, since, they claim, there is no inde- 
pendent motivation (aside from theism-avoidance) for positing such worlds. 
Whether the “many-universes” hypothesis can be independently supported is an in- 
teresting open question, 

Another response to the fine-tuning argument raises concerns about our assign- 
ments of prior probabilities to the various “universe production” scenarios. Unlike 
types of events that are produced regularly within our universe, we are only able to 
observe one universe. For example, it seems possible, for all we know, that there is 
a “law of universe production” that guarantees that only fine-tuned universes are 
ever produced. In the absence of further relevant data, which data seems impossible 
in principle to gather (that is, data about other universes), we simply have no justifi- 
cation for thinking that universes like ours are probable or improbable. 

A common reaction to the proposal of a “law of universe production” that neces- 
sarily yields fine-tuned universes like ours is that “this just pushes the question 


Printed by permission of the author. 


C. RELIGION, MORALITY, AND EVIL 149 


back,” as to why such an improbable law obtains. However, a tu quoque is possible 
here: why should a God of just the sort theists propose exist? The arguments are 
reminiscent of those pertaining to the cosmological argument discussed earlier. As 
to our ability to know prior probabilities, advocates of fine-tuning will insist that on 
any reasonable assignment of prior probabilities to various possible universes, fine- 
tuned universes will turn out to have an extremely low probability. Just as we make 
our best guesses on the basis of what we know in other more familiar cases, we 
should make our best guess in this case, which is without a doubt the conjecture 
that there is an Intelligent Designer. 

Whether this is our best guess, though, remains questionable. In order to see 
why, we can consider any hypothesis as to the probability that God would produce 
a universe of any given type. Given any hypothesis of this sort, there is an atheistic 
hypothesis (involving, say, a law of universe production) that yields universes of 
any given type with exactly the same probability. In a nutshell, given any theistic 
hypothesis about the probabilities of various types of universes, there is an “equiva- 
lent” atheistic hypothesis that assigns exactly the same probabilities to the creation 
of exactly the same types of universes. So the question becomes, is it obvious that 
in general we should prefer theistic hypotheses of that sort over atheistic hypothe- 
ses of the same sort? Opinions will differ, but it is far from clear that of any such 
pair of analogous pairs of hypotheses, the theistic hypotheses are intrinsically more 
plausible. 


+ Do you think that one must believe either in God or in evo- 
lution? Could you believe in both? 

+ Do you think any of the arguments for God's existence es- 
tablish the existence of the traditional God with all of His 
qualities? 


C. RELIGION, MORALITY, AND EVIL 


The three traditional forms of “proof” don’t seem to be adequate as literal proofs. In 
order to accept any of them, it looks as if one has to begin by believing in God. More- 
over, what each of them proves is not the existence of God, but at most the existence of 
something; something that is defined by its existence, something that is a first cause, or 
something that is an intelligent “designer.” But a very different view of God is defended, 
for example, by Immanuel Kant. On this view, the most important attribute of the tradi- 
tional Western God—the reason why men and women have worshiped Him, prayed to 
Him, feared Him, fought wars, and died for Him—is their belief in God’s divine justice. 
Thus the most important attributes of God in Western religion are His moral qualities. With- 
out them, our belief in God would be very different than it is. 

According to this view, the importance of God in Western thought is His role as the 
source of our moral laws, as the judge of our actions and feelings, and as the sanction 
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that stands behind those laws and judgments. The preceding “proofs” of God's existence 
are not wholly convincing, even if they are valid, just because they leave out this all- 
important moral aspect of belief in God. What distinguishes theists from atheists is not 
a matter of mere theory or argument (“a mere hypothesis,” the French philosopher La 
Place called it), but a difference in lifestyle and confidence. The theist believes in a di- 
vine source of morality, in a judgment of one’s actions that transcends everyday life, and 
the promise of reward (or threat of punishment) after death. The atheist also believes in 
morality—but not in divine morality—and believes that all judgments of our actions 
and all rewards and punishments must take place in this life or not at all. Accordingly, 
the question of God’s existence has a distinctly moral dimension. Our conception of the 
human good depends on, as believers, our conception of God. 


1. Religion and “Practical Reason” 


Immanuel Kant, after attempting to refute all three of the traditional arguments of God’s 
existence, offered one of his own. He no longer tried to “prove” God’s existence as such 
and even said that, strictly speaking, we could have no knowledge of God at all, since 
God, as transcendent, cannot be the object of any possible experience. So Kant, follow- 
ing a long tradition in Christianity, said that belief in God is a matter of faith. But this 
does not mean, as people so often take it to mean, that it is an irrational belief. Quite to 
the contrary, Kant insisted that it is the most rational belief of all. For without it, we 
would not have the anchor for our morality, nor would we have any reason to suppose 
that our good deeds would in fact be eventually rewarded or evil deeds punished. It was 
obvious to Kant, as it has been to every person with his or her eyes open since ancient 
times, that justice is not always delivered in this life. Innocent children are butchered in 
wars; evil men live grand lives well into old age. Therefore, according to Kant, it was ra- 
tional to believe in God, rational to have faith, even if faith was not, strictly speaking, a 
matter of knowledge. It is, he says, a “Postulate of Practical Reason.” 


ON GOD AND MORALITY 
By IMMANUEL KANT!4 


The moral law led, in the foregoing analysis, to a practical problem which is as- 
signed solely by pure reason and without any concurrence of sensuous incentives. It 
is the problem of the completeness of the first and principal part of the highest 
good, viz., morality; since this problem can be solved only in eternity, it led to the 
postulate of immortality. The same law must also lead us to affirm the possibility of 
the second element of the highest good, i.e., happiness proportional to that moral- 
ity; it must do so just as disinterestedly as heretofore, by a purely impartial reason. 
This it can do on the supposition of the existence of a cause adequate to this effect, 
i.e., it must postulate the existence of God as necessarily belonging to the possibil- 


4[mmanuel Kant, The Critique of Practical Reason, trans Lewis White. Copyright © 1992. Reprinted by per- 
mission of Prentice-Hall, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ 
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ity of the highest good (the object of our will which is necessarily connected with 
moral legislation of pure reason). We proceed to exhibit this connection in a con- 
vincing manner. 

Happiness is the condition of a rational being in the world. In whose whole exis- 
tence everything goes according to wish and will. It thus rests on the harmony of 
nature with his entire end and with the essential determining ground of his will. But 
the moral law commands as a law of freedom through motives wholly independent 
of nature and of its harmony with our faculty of desire (as incentives). Still, the act- 
ing rational being in the world is not at the same time the cause of the world and of 
nature itself. Hence there is not the slightest ground in the moral law for a neces- 
sary connection between the morality and proportionate happiness of a being which 
belongs to the world as one of its parts and as thus dependent on it. Not being na- 
ture’s cause, his will cannot by its own strength bring nature, as it touches on his 
happiness, into complete harmony with his practical principles. Nevertheless, in the 
practical task of pure reason, i.e., in the necessary endeavor after the highest good, 
such a connection is postulated as necessary: we should seek to further the highest 
good (which therefore must be at least possible). Therefore also the existence is 
postulated of a cause of the whole of nature, itself distinct from nature, which con- 
tains the ground of the exact coincidence of happiness with morality. This supreme 
cause, however, must contain the ground of the agreement of nature not merely 
with a law of the will of rational beings but with the idea of this law so far as they 
make it the supreme ground of determination of the will. Thus it contains the 
ground of the agreement of nature not merely with actions moral in their form but 
also with their morality as the motives to such actions, i.e., with their moral inten- 
tion. Therefore, the highest good is possible in the world only on the supposition of 
a supreme cause of nature which has a causality corresponding to the moral inten- 
tion. Now a being which is capable of actions by the idea of laws is an intelligence 
(a rational being), and the causality of such a being according to this idea of laws is 
his will., Therefore, the supreme cause of nature, in so far as it must be presupposed 
for the highest good, is a being which is the cause (and consequently the author) of 
nature through understanding and will, i.e., God. As a consequence, the postulate of 
the possibility of a highest derived good (the best world) is at the same time the 
postulate of the reality of a highest original good, namely, the existence of God. 
Now it was our duty to promote the highest good; and it is not merely our privilege 
but a necessity connected with duty as a requisite to presuppose the possibility of 
this highest good. This presupposition is made only under the condition of the exis- 
tence of God, and this condition inseparably connects this supposition with duty. 
Therefore, it is morally necessary to assume the existence of God. 


The key to Kant’s argument is the obvious fact that good deeds are not always re- 
warded in this life and evil deeds are often not punished. Why then, he asks, should a 
person be moral and do what is right? If we are to rationally decide to be moral, there- 
fore, we must also believe that happiness and morality will be in harmony (what Kant 
calls “the highest good”), that good people will be rewarded with happiness and evil 
people will be punished. But if this does not happen in this life, then we must believe 
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that it happens in another life (“this problem can be solved only in eternity”). Further, 
we must believe in some ultimate source of justice, a divine judge who will weigh good 
against evil and make certain that eternal happiness and punishment are meted out fairly. 
This argument is at one and the same time a defense of the Christian belief in the i 
— eA the human soul a in God. It is necessary to believe in both, according to 
t, in order to sustain our w1 ingness to be moral. * iti > 
AERA Sa g oral. “Therefore, it is morally necessary 
A similar position was argued more recently by the pragmatist William James. His 
position is a “pragmatic” one; that is, believing in God is “rational” insofar as it doesn't 
conflict with our other beliefs (for example, our beliefs in science, a matter that Kant 
stressed also) and if it tends to make us lead better lives. He argues the following: 


rrom “THE WILL TO BELIEVE” 
By WILLIAM JAMES'S 


Science says things are; morality says some thin ings: £ 
religion says essentially two ing tesa = aang li 

First, she says that the best things are the more eternal things, the overlap] in 
things, the things in the universe that throw the last stone, so to speak and H A 
final san ae pë eternal”—this phrase of Charles Secrétan ens a seed 
way of putting this first affirmation of religi i i i 
pleat nt be saaa ei gion, an affirmation which obviously can- 

The second affirmation of religion is th i 
believe her first affirmation to Boi: pip pee ai 

Now, let us consider what the logical elements of this situation are in case the re- 
ligious hypothesis in both its branches be really true. (Of course, we must admit that 
possibility at the onset. If we are to discuss the question at all, it FN involve a liv- 
ing option. If for any of you religion be a hypothesis that TS by any living possi- 
bility be true, then you need go no farther. I speak to the using tetin” tne S D 
proceeding, we see, first, that religion offers itself as a momentous option. We are i 
supposed to gain, even now, by our belief, and to lose by our nonbelief, a kertan 
vital good. Secondly, religion is a forced option, so far as that good goes We cannot 
escape the issue by remaining sceptical and waiting for more light evade al- 
though we do avoid error in that way if religion be untrue, we lose the 00d, if it be 
true, just as certainly as if we positively chose to disbelieve. It is as if aes should 
hesitate indefinitely to ask a certain woman to marry him because he was me é 
fectly sure that she would prove an angel after he brought her home Would iS öt 
cut himself off from that particular angel-possibility as decisively äs if he went and 
married someone else? Scepticism, then, is not avoidance of pions it is option of a 
certain particular kind of risk. Better risk loss of truth than chance of BA is 
your faith-vetoer’s exact position. He is actively playing his stake as much as the be- 
liever is; he is backing the field against the religious hypothesis, just as the believer 


1SWilliam James, “The Will to Believe,” in The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy, New 


York: Longmans, Green, 1896. 
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is backing the religious hypothesis against the field. To preach scepticism to us as a 
duty until “sufficient evidence” for religion be found, is tantamount therefore to 
telling us, when in presence of the religious hypothesis, that to yield to our fear of its 
being error is wiser and better than to yield to our hope that it may be true. It is not 
intellect against all passions, then; it is only intellect with one passion laying down 
its law. And by what, forsooth, is the supreme wisdom of this passion warranted? 
Dupery for dupery, what proof is there that dupery through hope is so much worse 
than dupery through fear? I, for one, can see no proof; and I simply refuse obedience 
to the scientist's command to imitate his kind of option, in a case where my own 
stake is important enough to give me the right to choose my own form of risk. If reli- 
gion be true and the evidence for it be still insufficient, I do not wish, by putting 
your extinguisher upon my nature (which feels to me as if it had after all some busi- 
hess in this matter), to forfeit my sole chance in life of getting upon the winning 
side—that chance depending, of course, on my willingness to run the risk of acting 
as if my passional need of taking the world religiously might be prophetic and right. 
All this is on the supposition that it really may be prophetic and right, and that, 
even to us who are discussing the matter, religion is a live hypothesis which may be 
true. Now, to most of us religion comes in a still fur- 


The universe is 

no longer a mere It 
to us, but a Thou, 
if we are religious; 
and any relation 
that may be possi- 
ble from person to 
person might be 
possible here. 


ther way that makes a veto on our active faith even 
more illogical. The more perfect and more eternal as- 
pect of the universe is represented in our religions as 
having personal form. The universe is no longer a mere 
It to us, but a Thou, if we are religious; and any rela- 
tion that may be possible from person to person might 
be possible here. For instance, although in one sense 
we are passive portions of the universe, in another we 
show a curious autonomy, as if we were small active 
centres on our own account. We feel, too, as if the ap- 
peal of religion to us were made to our own active 
good-will, as if evidence might be forever withheld 


from us unless we met the hypothesis half-way. To take 
a trivial illustration: just as a man who in a company of gentlemen made no ad- 
vances, asked a warrant for every concession, and believed no one’s word without 
proof, would cut himself off by such churlishness from all the social rewards that a 
more trusting spirit would earn—so here, one who should shut himself up in 
snarling logicality and try to make the gods extort his recognition willy-nilly, or not 
get it at all, might cut himself off forever from his only opportunity of making the 
gods’ acquaintance. This feeling, forced on us we know not whence, that by obsti- 
nately believing that there are gods (although not to do so would be so easy both for 
our logic and our life) we are doing the universe the deepest service we can, seems 
part of the living essence of the religious hypothesis. If the hypothesis were true in 
all its parts, including this one, then pure intellectualism, with its veto on our mak- 
ing willing advances, would be an absurdity; and some participation of our sympa- 
thetic nature would be logically required. I, therefore, for one, cannot see my way 
to accepting the agnostic rules of truth-seeking, or willfully agree to keep my 
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willing nature out of the game. I cannot do so for this plain reason, that a rule of 
thinking which would absolutely prevent me from acknowledging certain kinds of 
truth if those kinds of truth were really there, would be an irrational rule. That for 
me is the long and short of the formal logic of the situation, no matter what the 
kinds of truth might materially be. 


This “practical” argument for belief in God ruled philosophy from the time of Kant 
until the present century. It has its origins in a short but brilliant argument by the French 
philosopher Blaise Pascal. Pascal offered an argument that he called a wager, literally a 
bet about God. It isn’t a proof of God’s existence in any sense; in fact, one of its explicit 
terms is the fact that we can’t know whether God exists or not. But then, he says, if God 
exists, and we believe in Him, we are entitled to an infinite reward. If He exists and we 
don’t believe in Him, on the other hand, we are really in for it—eternal damnation. Even 
if he doesn’t exist, we are still better off believing in God because of the qualities faith 
brings to life in us. In support of the decision to believe, Pascal asks: 


Now, what harm will befall you in taking this side? You will be faithful, honest, 
humble, grateful, generous, a sincere friend, truthful. Certainly you will not have 
those poisonous pleasures, glory and luxury; but will you not have others? I will 
tell you that you will thereby gain in this life, and that, at each step you take on this 
road, you will see so great certainty of gain, so much nothingness in what you risk, 
that you will at last recognize that you have wagered for something certain and 
infinite, for which you have given nothing.'© 


So, if we treat this as a betting situation, in which our option is simply to believe or not 
believe, our betting odds look like this: 


“PASCAL’S WAGER” 


AND GOD 
DOESN’T EXIST 


We've wasted a little piety 


‘wi Sol 


IF WE BELIEVE be Eternal reward. but perhaps been better 
elia toads people. 
Eternal damnation. No reward, no punishment. 


Looking at the odds as a betting person, it is obvious which option we ought to 
choose. The risk of eternal damnation overwhelms the promise of a few “poisonous” 
pleasures; and the promise of eternal reward is well worth the risk that we may be wrong, 
considering what is gained even in this life. The conclusion, then, on strictly practical 
grounds, is that we ought to believe in God. 


i6Blaise Pascal, Pensées, #233, New York: Modern Library, 1941. 
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All three of these arguments by Kant, James, and Pascal are based on the same all- 
important assumption that “God is just.” On the basis of this assumption, they then argue 
that it is rational to believe in God, even if it is not possible to prove (or even know) that 
He exists. Accordingly, belief in God is a matter of faith, but this faith can be argued and 
justified as rational belief. Just because it is faith and not knowledge, it does not follow 
that it is “blind faith” or irrational, beyond argument or arbitrary. To insist that belief in 
God is a matter of faith, therefore, is not to say that it is beyond the reach of philosophy 
or rational consideration. 


+ What does Pascal's wager fail to capture about religious be- 
lief or devotion? 


2. The Problem of Evil 


These “moral” arguments for believing in God are sound only as long as we accept the 
assumption that “God is just.” There have been few sophisticated theists who have actu- 
ally denied this, of course, but there have been a great many, particularly in modern 
times, who have worried about it considerably. The problem is called “the problem of 
evil.” It can be stated very simply, but this solution, if you believe in God, is not simple 
at all. The problem is this: If God is all-powerful (omnipotent), all-knowing (omnis- 
cient), and just, then how is it possible that there is so much unearned suffering and un- 
punished wickedness in the world? Or simply, if God exists, how can the world be so full 
of evil? It cannot be that He does not know of these misfortunes, for He is all-knowing. 
Nor can it be that He is unable to do anything about them, for He is all-powerful. And if 
He is just and has concern for human beings, then He must care about protecting the in- 
nocent and punishing or preventing evil. 

The problem of evil is a problem because few believers in any religion are willing to 
give up their faith in the power of nature or of its Creator, its innate goodness, or the be- 
lief that there is real justice in it. The clearest and most widely known characterization 
of the problem of evil for the religious belief is probably still the one found in the Bib- 
lical Book of Job, in which Job, deeply pious yet undeservedly suffering, struggles to 
keep his faith: 


Then his wife said to him, “Are you still unshaken in your integrity? Curse God and 
die!” But he answered, “. . . If we accept good from God, shall we not accept 
evil?” (2:9-10) 


But eventually, Job asks God: 


“Why should the sufferer be born to see the light? Why is life given to men who find 
it so bitter?” (3:20) 


The most common solution to the problem of evil is offered to Job by his friend Eliphaz: 


“Mischief does not grow out of the soil 

nor trouble spring from the earth; 

man is born to trouble, 

as surely as birds fly upwards.” (Job 5:6, New English Bible) 
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In other words, Eliphaz suggests that man has been created by God with the kind of na- 
ture which brings with it its own creation of troubles. 

This has often been the solution offered by philosophers and theologians to the prob- 
lem of evil. There are several versions even of this solution (that human beings have 
“free will”). The version most influential in Christianity was offered by St. Augustine. 
In his youth, Augustine had come under the influence of a religion called Manichaeism, 
which was branded as heresy by all of the great monotheisms (including, at that time, 
the Persian religion, Zoroastrianism, about whose founder we studied in Chapter 1) pre- 
cisely because of the explanation of evil that it espoused. The Manichaeans claimed that 
there were two equally powerful gods, one of which was good and one evil. The good 
god ruled the spirit and mind, and the evil god ruled the body. According to the Manicha- 
eans, then, neither god was all-powerful and human beings were not free, but rather at 
the mercy of one or the other of the gods. Only at death, claimed the Manichaeans, when 
the soul is separated forever from the body, could human beings achieve real moral 
goodness. 

Augustine abandoned Manichaeism and embraced Christianity. As a Christian, he 
wrote eloquently about the freedom of the will and the ability of human beings to ob- 
serve the moral obligations to which God has commanded them. 


FROM CONFESSIONS 
BY ST. AUGUSTINE!’ 


But although I declared and firmly believed that you, our Lord God, the true God 
who made not only our souls but also our bodies and not only our souls and bodies 
but all things, living and inanimate, as well, although I believed that you were free 
from corruption or mutation or any degree of change, I still could not find a clear 
explanation, without complications, of the cause of evil. Whatever the cause might 
be, I saw that it was not to be found in any theory that would oblige me to believe 
that the immutable God was mutable. If I believed this, I should myself become a 
cause of evil, the very thing which I was trying to discover. So I continued the 
search with some sense of relief, because I was quite sure that the theories of the 
Manichees were wrong. I repudiated these people with all my heart, because I 
could see that while they were inquiring into the origin of evil they were full of evil 
themselves, since they preferred to think that yours was a substance that could suf- 
fer evil rather than that theirs was capable of committing it. 

I was told that we do evil because we choose to do so of our own free will, and 
suffer it because your justice rightly demands that we should. I did my best to un- 
derstand this, but I could not see it clearly. I tried to raise my mental perceptions 
out of the abyss which engulfed them, but I sank back into it once more. Again and 
again I tried, but always I sank back. One thing lifted me up into the light of your 
day. It was that I knew that I had a will, as surely as I knew that there was life in 
me. When I chose to do something or not to do it, I was quite certain that it was my 


17St. Augustine, Confessions, Bk. VII, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin. Copyright © 1961 by R. S. Pine-Coffin. Pen- 
guin Classics, 1961, pp. 136-149. Reprinted by permission of Penguin Books, Ltd. 
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own self, and not some other person, who made this act of will, so that I was on the 
point of understanding that herein lay the cause of my sin. If I did anything against 
my will, it seemed to me to be something which happened to me rather than some- 
thing which I did, and J looked upon it not as a fault, but as a punishment. And be- 
cause I thought of you as a just God, I admitted at once that your punishments were 
not unjust. 

But then I would ask myself once more: “Who made me? Surely it was my God, 
who is not only good but Goodness itself. How, then, do I come to possess a will 
that can choose to do wrong and refuse to do good, thereby providing a just reason 
why I should be punished? Who put this will into me? Who sowed this seed of bit- 
terness in me, when all that I am was made by my God, who is Sweetness itself? If 
it was the devil who put it there, who made the devil? If he was a good angel who 
became a devil because of his own wicked will, how did he come to possess the 
wicked will which made him a devil, when the Creator, who is entirely good, made 
him a good angel and nothing else?” 

These thoughts swept me back again into the gulf where I was being stifled. But 
I did not sink as far as that hell of error where no one confesses to you his own 
guilt, choosing to believe that you suffer evil rather than that man does it. 

eee 

“Where then is evil? What is its origin? How did it steal into the world? What is 
the root or stem from which it grew? Can it be that there simply is no evil? If so, 
why do we fear and guard against something which is not there? If our fear is un- 
founded, it is itself an evil, because it stabs and wrings our hearts for nothing. In 
fact the evil is all the greater if we are afraid when there is nothing to fear. There- 
fore, either there is evil and we fear it, or the fear itself is evil. 

“Where then does evil come from, if God made all things and, because he is 
good, made them good too? It is true that he is the supreme Good, that he is himself 
a greater Good than these lesser goods which he created. But the Creator and all his 
creation are both good. Where then does evil come from? 

“Can it be that there was something evil in the matter from which he made the 
universe? When he shaped this matter and fitted it to his purpose, did he leave in it 
some part which he did not convert to good? But why should he have done this? Are 
we to believe that, although he is omnipotent, he had not the power to convert the 
whole of this matter to good and change it so that no evil remained in it? Why, in- 
deed, did he will to make anything of it at all? Why did he not instead, by this same 
omnipotence, destroy it utterly and entirely? Could it have existed against his will? 
If it had existed from eternity, why did he allow it to exist in that state through the 
infinite ages of the past and then, after so long a time, decide to make something of 
it? If he suddenly determined to act, would it not be more likely that he would use 
his almighty power to abolish this evil matter, so that nothing should exist besides 
himself, the total, true, supreme, and infinite Good? Or, if it was not good that a God 
who was good should not also create and establish something good, could he not 
have removed and annihilated the evil matter and replaced it with good, of which he 
could create all things? For he would not be omnipotent if he could not create some- 
thing good without the help of matter which he had not created himself.” 
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These were the thoughts which I turned over and over in my unhappy mind, and 
my anxiety was all the more galling for the fear that death might come before I had 
found the truth. But my heart clung firmly to the faith in Christ your Son, our Lord 
and Saviour, which it had received in the Catholic Church. There were many ques- 
tions on which my beliefs were still indefinite and wavered from the strict rule of 
doctrine, yet my mind never relinquished the faith but drank it in more deeply day 
by day. 


oe 


12 


It was made clear to me also that even those things which are subject to decay are 
good. If they were of the supreme order of goodness, they could not become cor- 
rupt; but neither could they become corrupt unless they were in some way good. 
For if they were supremely good, it would not be possible for them to be corrupted. 
On the other hand, if they were entirely without good, there would be nothing in 
them that could become corrupt. For corruption is harmful, but unless it diminished 
what is good, it could do no harm. The conclusion then must be either that corrup- 
tion does no harm—which is not possible; or that everything which is corrupted is 
deprived of good—which is beyond doubt. But if they are deprived of all good, 
they will not exist at all. For if they still exist but can no longer be corrupted, they 
will be better than they were before, because they now continue their existence in 
an incorruptible state. But could anything be more preposterous than to say that 
things are made better by being deprived of all good? 
So we must conclude that if things are deprived of 
Whatever is, is all good, they cease altogether to be; and this means 
1 : that as long as they are, they are good. Therefore, 
good; and evil... whatever is, is good; and evil, the origin of which I was 
is not a substance, trying to find, is not a substance, because if it were a 
because if it were substance, it would be good. For either it would be an 
s incorruptible substance of the supreme order of good- 
a substance, it ness, or it would be a Eade aeaieo which 
would be good. would not be corruptible unless it were good. So it be- 
came obvious to me that all that you have made is 
good, and that there are no substances whatsoever that were not made by you. And 
because you did not make them all equal, each single thing is good and collectively 
they are very good, for our God made his whole creation very good. 


13 

For you evil does not exist, and not only for you but for the whole of your creation 
as well, because there is nothing outside it which could invade it and break down 
the order which you have imposed on it. Yet in the separate parts of your creation 
there are some things which we think of as evil because they are at variance with 
other things. But there are other things again with which they are in accord, and 
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then they are good. In themselves, too, they are good. And all these things which 
are at variance with one another are in accord with the lower part of creation which 
we call the earth. The sky, which is cloudy and windy, suits the earth to which it be- 
longs. So it would be wrong for me to wish that these earthly things did not exist, 
for even if I saw nothing but them, I might wish for something better, but still 1 
ought to praise you for them alone. For all things give praise to the Lord on earth, 
monsters of the sea and all its depths; fire and hail, snow and mist; and the storm- 
wind that executes his decree; all you mountains and hills, all you fruit trees and 
cedars; all you wild beasts and cattle, creeping things and birds that fly in air; all 
you kings and peoples of the world, all you that are princes and judges on earth; 
young men and maids, old men and boys together; let them all give praise to the 
Lord's name. The heavens, too, ring with your praises, O God, for you are the god 
of us all. Give praise to the Lord in heaven; praise him, all that dwells on high. 
Praise him, all you angels of his, praise him, all his armies. Praise him, sun and 
moon; praise him, every star that shines. Praise him, you highest heavens, you wa- 
ters beyond the heavens. Let all these praise the Lord. And since this is so, I no 
longer wished for a better world, because I was thinking of the whole creation, and 
in the light of this clearer discernment I had come to see that though the higher 
things are better than the lower, the sum of all creation is better than the higher 
things alone. 


The problem arises once again, however, if we ask “How could God have given 
people free will, knowing—as He must have—that they would misuse it so badly?” 
Would everyone be much better off if we had a bit less “free will,” or at least if we would 
have more desires to do good and fewer impulses to cause trouble and suffering? 

There are several traditional responses to this. One is that God has allowed us moral 
latitude to provide a test of our virtue, for if we were all “naturally” good, there would 
be little question of good versus evil or salvation versus damnation. But it is open to 
question whether these distinctions are themselves desirable; wouldn’t it have been bet- 
ter for humanity to have stayed in the Garden of Eden? Why did God have to create 
temptation, and what would have been lost from the world if Adam and Eve had been 
created with a bit more fortitude and obedience? 

Then there is the familiar defense, “but doesn’t the world need some evil, in order that 
we recognize the good?” But it isn’t at all obvious that we need anything like the amount 
of evil and suffering we have in the world in order to recognize what is good. But even 
if we were to agree on this “free will” defense of the traditional conception of God as 
omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly just, laying the blame for suffering to people’s 
own choices, that would not solve the problem of evil. This is why we said that this line 
of “free will” defense is, at best, a partial solution. For not all human hardships and suf- 
ferings seem to be our own doing; much of the evil in the world does not seem to depend 
on human action in any way. 

Even if we accept the claim that we cause evil through free choice, we still need to 
explain how the effects of our choices can seem so unrelated to the actions which are 
supposedly their cause. The Western religions’ concept of “original sin” offers one such 
explanation, and it too finds its first expression in the Book of Job. When Job insists that 
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he has done nothing to warrant his suffering, his friend Bildad suggests: “Inquire now of 
older generations and consider the experience of their fathers” (8:8), implying that the 
“sins of the fathers,” the original sin of the whole human race, justifies Job’s punishment. 
The punishment by God of any individual person, so goes the claim, is just, even though 
that particular individual did nothing to deserve it. Thus, God remains both Just and 
Good. 

But this solution, rejected by Job himself, undermines our hopes that right action will 
be rewarded, and so again it belies the moral force that God is supposed to play in our 
lives. For if we were destined to suffer anyway for sins committed by others, then God 
would not appear to be just, and there would be little incentive for us to be faithful and 
follow God’s commandments. 


+ What attributes of God are necessary for there to be a “prob- 
lem” of evil? 

+ Do you think free will accounts for evil? Does it account for 
all the evil in the world? 

+ Do you think that good deeds must be rewarded and bad 
deeds punished for the universe to be moral? 


3. Hinduism, Buddhism, Karma, and Compassion 


The difficulties stemming from the “free will” solution to the problem of evil may indi- 
cate to some that the Western religions’ conceptions of God and of human nature are just 
not adequate. The Western religions characterize human beings as so limited in our un- 
derstanding of God’s justice that we can never predict the evil or good effects of our ac- 
tions. But then how can we have any meaningful moral theory at all? Similarly, these re- 
ligions claim that the wrongdoings we engage in during our short life here on earth are 
punished eternally by God and our occasional good actions are rewarded eternally. The 
view that each and every human lifetime belongs to a unique eternal soul would seem to 
make all of God’s rewards and punishments intrinsically unjust—way out of proportion 
to the insignificant actions which are supposedly their cause. 

One interesting alternative to these conceptions of humans and God is offered by the 
Hindu religion, whose solution to the problem of evil is unique in its use of the notion 
of karma. 

Hinduism is not actually a single religion. At best it is a family of religious beliefs 
and practices united, among other things, by a belief in the notion of social caste and a 
shared lineage from the Indic religions, such as Upanishadism, which we discussed in 
Chapter 1. There are no identifiable “core” Hindu beliefs —beyond a “reverence” for the 
Veda, though it is rarely read, and a participation in a social organization. Nevertheless, 
one may speak of “scriptures” and of ideas that over the centuries have been more at the 
center of Hindu culture than others. In general, a theistic worldview has more than any 
other dominated Hindu belief and guided religious practices. However, the Hindu con- 

ception of God is radically different from that shared by Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. The Hindu notion of human nature also radically differs from the Western notion. 
For most Hindus, human beings do have free will, but the free exercise of that will 
changes the human being. This is the doctrine of karma, which claims that any course of 


C. RELIGION, MORALITY, AND EVIL 161 


action that one undertakes creates a psychological tendency, or habit, to repeat it. One’s 
free will thus becomes limited by one’s own dispositions to action, or habits, disposi- 
tions that according to much ancient Indian thought continue even into a new birth. The 
inveterate smoker, for instance, is drawn to the taste of tobacco at a young age in her next 
incarnation. 

Of all the many, many “scriptures” and sacred texts that over the centuries have 
moved the hearts of the faithful in India, the Bhagavadgita (or “Gita”), the “Song of 
God” (ca. 200 B.c.£.), clearly stands out as the most important. The Gita is a small por- 
tion of a long epic poem. The central theme of the passages given below is the unique 
Hindu response to the “problem of evil.” The warrior Krishna is the ruler of a neigh- 
boring state. Throughout most of the long poem Krishna is an ordinary person though 
an able, just, clever, and politically astute one. The key event of the entire epic is a bat- 
tle over political succession. The political issues involved are complex; only one side of 
the warring family has a just claim. Five brothers are the principal representatives of the 
just family (although many noble and venerable sages and heroes fight against them). 
Krishna joins the battle line as charioteer for the third of the five brothers, a champion 
archer named Arjuna. The Gita is a dialogue between Krishna and Arjuna that occurs 
just minutes before the battle begins. In the dialogue, Krishna ceases to be a mere mor- 
tal and reveals Himself to Arjuna as God incarnate. So His advice to Arjuna, at least ac- 
cording to Hindu theists, is not simply the encouragement of a friend or the wise teach- 
ings of a guru; His words are the voice of God speaking to a human being in a time of 
personal moral crisis. Arjuna insists that it cannot be the morally right thing to do to fight 
and kill his kinsmen, teachers, friends, and loved ones who face him on the far side of 
the field of Kuruksetra. 


FROM BHAGAVADGITA!8 


“No good do I see in killing my own family in battle. I desire not victory, nor rule, 
nor pleasures, Krishna; what is power to us, enjoyments, or life, Govinda? Those 
who make rulership desirable for us, and enjoyments and pleasures, it is they that 
are arrayed in battle (against us), abandoning life and wealth. Teachers, fathers, 
sons, grandfathers, uncles, inlaws—these I do not wish to kill even if it means that I 
must die, Krishna—not even to rule the three worlds, why then for the earth?” 


Despite the passion and sincerity of moral feeling that Arjuna expresses, Krishna insists 
that the right thing to do in the circumstances is to fight, to kill the opposing warriors, 
and to win the battle. 

There are several dimensions to Krishna’s explanation why fighting is the right 
course of action for Arjuna, and more commentary has been elicited by His response to 
Arjuna’s plea for guidance than by any other comparably brief text, except perhaps the 
Torah and the Gospels. In the verses that follow (part of Krishna’s reply), Krishna first 


'8The following texts are from Bhagavadgita 1.31b-35, 3.9-12, 3.15, 4.6-8, 4.11, 4.14-19, 4.22-24, 4.31-33, 
4.36-37, and 4.42b. Trans. Steve Phillips. 
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explains the cosmic foundations of human action. Next He states His own motive as God 
for assuming mortal birth. Krishna goes on to talk again about human action and closes 
with a refrain recurring throughout the Gita—injunctions about the practice of yoga, 
(i.e., spiritual “discipline”), Through such self-discipline in general—whether kar- 
mayoga, jridnayoga, or bhaktiyoga (the yoga of action, the yoga of knowledge and med- 
itation, the yoga of love and devotion)—Krishna lays out the three “paths” by which one 
may live a spiritually transformed life. 


Literally, “wish-fulfilling cow.” 


[Krishna:] Without personal attachment undertake action, Arjuna, for just one pur- 
pose, for the purpose of sacrifice. From work undertaken for purposes other than 
sacrifice, this world is bound to the law of karma. Having loosed forth creatures 
along with sacrifice, the Creator said of old, “With this may you bring forth fruit, let 
it be your horn-of-plenty.!9 Make the gods flourish with this and may the gods make 
you flourish. Mutually fostering one another, you will attain the supreme good. For 
made to flourish by sacrifice, the gods will give you the enjoyments you desire. One 
who not giving to them enjoys their gifts is nothing but a thief.” . .. Know action to 
have its origin in the Absolute, Brahman, and Brahman to have its foundation in the 
Immutable. Therefore is the omnipresent Brahman established through all time in 
sacrifice. . . . Although I exist as the unborn, the imperishable self (atm), and al- 
though I exist as the Lord of beings, resorting to and controlling my own nature I 
come into (phenomenal) being by my own magical power of self-delimitation. 
Whenever there is a crisis of dharma [righteousness, the good, the cosmic direction], 
Arjuna, and a rising up of adharma, then I loose myself forth. For the protection of 
good people and for the destruction of evil-doers, for the establishment of dharma, I 
take birth age after age. . . . Just in the ways in which I am approached, so do I re- 
ceive to my love. People on all sides follow the path that is mine, Arjuna. . . . Actions 
do not stain me; nor do I have desire for the fruits of works. The person who recog- 
nizes me as this way is himself not bound by dispositions of action. So knowing, 
very ancient seekers of liberation and enlightenment carried out works. Therefore 
simply do actions as were done of old by the ancients. What action is (and all its im- 
plications), and what inaction, even the seer-sages are confused on this score. To you 
I will explain that kind of action which when understood you will be free from the 
untoward and evil. .. . For action must be understood, and wrong action as well; in- 
action must be understood—deep, dark, and dense is the nature of action. Were one 
to see inaction in action and action in inaction, that person among mortals would be 
the one with wisdom; he, spiritually disciplined, would be the agent of all works. 
One whose instigations and undertakings are all free from the motive of personal de- 
sire, the wise see that person as the truly learned, as one whose personal dispositions 
have been burned up in the fire of knowledge. . . . Satisfied with whatever gain 
comes by him, passed beyond oppositions and dualities, untouched by jealousy, 
equal-minded and balanced in the face of both success and failure, such a person 
though he acts is not bound (by karmic dispositions). All dispositions dissolve and 
wash away when a person is free from attachment, “liberated,” and has his mind 
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firmly fixed in knowledge—acting in a spirit of sacrifice. . . . This world does not 
belong to one who fails to sacrifice, so how could the next, Arjuna? In this way, nu- 
merous diverse sacrifices are spread wide in the mouth of Brahman. Know them all 
as born in action. Thus knowing, you will be “liberated” and enlightened. The 
sacrifice that is knowledge, O you who are a great warrior, is superior to any 
sacrifice involving material things. All work and action in its entirety, Arjuna, culmi- 
nates and is fulfilled in (spiritual) knowledge. . . . Even if of all sinners you are now 
the very worst evil-doer, once in the boat of knowledge you will safely cross over 
the crookedness of evil. As a fire kindled reduces its fuel to ashes, Arjuna, so the fire 
of knowledge makes ashes all karma. . . . In yoga, in “spiritual discipline,” take your 
stand; son of Bharata, stand up and fight. 


Yet another approach to religion and the problem of evil is offered in Buddhism, 
whose Indian roots and spread throughout Asia was discussed in Chapter 1. In Bud- 
dhism, the problem of evil is avoided entirely, since Buddhism abandons any conception 
of an anthropomorphic God. Yet Buddhism retains a belief in moral obligation and in 
reason. The highest form of Buddhism confronts evil—or, rather, human suffering—by 
working to help others in need. The answer to “the problem of evil,” in other words, is 
compassion. This is particularly true of the Northern, or Mahayana, doctrines. Against 
those Buddhists who encourage a course of spiritual discipline toward a solely personal 
end, the Mahayana argue that such an end is not the best and the highest. If we strive for 
our own personal salvation alone and if we intend to follow no career (“ydna”) helping 
others to the supreme good of nirvana, we would belong to the “Hinayana,” literally “a 
being with no career” (a term used by Mahāyānists in deprecation of such a “path”). 
Mahayanists, “beings with wide and great careers,” however, seek not only personal sal- 
vation but “deliverance of all sentient beings from suffering and ignorance.” A follower 
of this “wide path” attempts to acquire the six moral, intellectual, and spiritual perfec- 
tions (pdramita) possessed by Siddhartha Gautama who, in this conception, is less “the 
Buddha” than a Bodhisattva—one who has one foot in the bliss of nirvana, so to say, 
but whose being is turned naturally through compassion toward achieving the welfare of 
all beings. Thus Mahayana is more world-affirming than “Hinayana,” in that the devel- 
opment of individual perfections is the goal, not an extinction of individuality and per- 
sonality in an other-worldly bliss. One does not aim at extinction of individual form; one 
needs individual form and body as a medium with which to help others. 

The six personal perfections sought by Mahāyānists are liberality or charity, good 
moral character, patience or peace in the face of anger or desires, energy (energy to strive 
for the good), ability to maintain deep meditation, and last, the most important, insight 
or wisdom (prajfia). 

Thus the Mahayanists do not view the natural world as an evil place to be abandoned 
but as—could we only perceive it as such—the “Body of the Buddha,” the dharmakaya. 
But even though nature comes to be viewed in such a positive way, Buddhist philosophy 
throughout the long history of Mahayana tends to be thoroughly “idealistic,” and the an- 
swer to evil lies not in the world but in us. 


+ What is karma and how does it relate to free will? 
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D. REASON AND FAITH 


A popular response at this point is to refer to “God’s mysterious ways” and to argue that 
we cannot possibly understand God’s ultimate purposes. This is the eventual conclusion 
of the Book of Job. This response does succeed in answering the problem of evil, but 
only at considerable cost. In all of the arguments we have considered so far, and in most 
of the history of Western religion, belief in God, and belief in God’s omnipotence, om- 
niscience, and perfect justice, has been a matter of rational belief (whether this was con- 
sidered a matter of knowledge or of faith). But with the reference to “God’s mysterious 
ways,” we mark a major breach with this rational tradition, and we admit that not only 
can we not know about God, but we cannot even understand or rationally argue these 
matters. In other words, the phrase “God’s mysterious ways” solves the problem of evil 
only at the cost of ending discussion altogether. 

Many philosophers and religious people do not object to this costly consequence. It 
is costly, they would argue, only to the interests of those who insist on arguing and ra- 
tionalizing these religious matters; it need have no effect on religious belief itself. In the 
next section, we discuss some of these nonrational alternatives to the philosophy of re- 
ligion. But it is first important to appreciate that there is a long history of efforts to 
demonstrate rationally the tenets of faith and to save a more or less traditional concep- 
tion of God. 

Remember St. Anselm’s heart-felt plea to reconcile faith and reason: 


And so, O Lord, since thou givest understanding to faith, give me to 
understanding—as far as thou knowest it to be good for me—that thou dost exist, 
we believe... 


The discrepancy between the claims of reason and the claims of faith was a particu- 
lar concern for Islamic theologians, because of the role that the prophet Mohammed 
played in the Muslim faith. The Islamic scripture, the Qur’an, is believed by Muslims to 
be the actual word of God, or Allah, as revealed to Mohammed. Still, there were disputes 
after the prophet’s death about the interpretation of scripture. How can the direct word 
of God be understood in different ways, some right and some wrong? How can mere 
human beings, uninformed by revelation, decide between competing interpretations? Is- 
lamic theology begins with these questions, which were understood as disputes between 
the authority of reason versus that of revelation in knowing the truth revealed by God. 

The first Muslims to favor a rationalistic method in Qur’anic studies—called the 
Kalam—were the Mu’tazilites, considered a heretical sect when they first began their 
school. Despite their radical method, however, the Mu’tazilites gained popularity. They 
were eventually challenged, however, and largely overshadowed, by the Ash’ arites, who 
advocated applying rational method to Quranic interpretation, but only as an elucida- 
tion of the literal word of the Qur'an. 

The Spanish Muslim, ibn-Rushd (called Averroés in the West) (1126-1198), is gen- 
erally thought to be the culmination of Aristotelianism in Islamic theology. He advo- 
cated an Aristotelian metaphysics against the Platonism of earlier Islamic theologians. 
In the following passage, from The Decisive Treatise Determining the Nature of the 
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Connection Between Religion and Philosophy, he claims that the pursuit of rational ex- 
planation is actually commanded by God. Somewhat ironically, but quite within the tra- 
dition set by the Ash’arites, ibn-Rushd justified his claim with scriptural authority. 


ON THE PHILOSOPHIC STUDY OF GOD 
BY IBN-RUSHD” 


If teleological study of the world is philosophy, and if the Law commands such a 
study, then the Law commands philosophy. 
oe 
That the Law summons to reflection on beings, and the pursuit of knowledge 
about them, by the intellect is clear from several verses of the Book of God, 
Blessed and Exalted, such as the saying of the Exalted, “Reflect, you have vision” 
(Koran, LIX, 2): this is textual authority for the obligation to use intellectual 
reasoning, or a combination of intellectual and legal reasoning (VII, 185). 
eee 
Since it has now been established that the Law has rendered obligatory the study 
of beings by the intellect, and reflection on them, and since reflection is nothing more 
than inference and drawing out of the unknown from the known, and since this is rea- 
soning or at any rate done by reasoning, therefore we are under an obligation to carry 
on our study of beings by intellectual reasoning. It is further evident that this manner 
of study, to which the Law summons and urges, is the 
If te leological most perfect kind of study using the most perfect kind of 
reasoning; and this is the kind called “demonstration.” 


st udy of the world To master this instrument the religious thinker must 
is Philosophy, make a preliminary study of logic, just as the lawyer 
and if the Law must study legal reasoning. This is no more heretical in 
the one case than in the other. And logic must be 

commands such learned from the ancient masters, regardless of the fact 
a study, then the that they were not Muslims. 
Law commands The Law, then, has urged us to have demonstrative 

; knowledge of God the Exalted and all the beings of His 
p hilosop hy í creation. But it is preferable and even necessary for 


anyone, who wants to understand God the Exalted and 
the other beings demonstratively, to have first understood the kinds of demonstra- 
tion and their conditions [of validity], and in what respects demonstrative reasoning 
differs from dialectical, rhetorical and fallacious reasoning. But this is not possible 
unless he has previously learned what reasoning as such is, and how many kinds it 
has, and which of them are valid and which invalid. This in turn is not possible un- 
less he has previously learned the parts of reasoning, of which it is composed, i.e. 
the premises and their kinds. Therefore he who believes in the Law, and obeys its 


20[bn-Rushd, “On the Philosophic Study of God,” from Averroés on the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy, 
trans. G. F. Hourani, London: Luzac & Co., 1976. 
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command to study beings, ought prior to his study to gain a knowledge of these 
things, which have the same place in theoretical studies as instruments have in prac- 
tical activities. 


The problem is that the emphasis on faith in religion often threatens the sometimes 
skeptical use of reason in understanding such matters. Accordingly, attempts to recon- 
cile reason and faith often lead to unorthodox or even heretical conceptions of religion. 
For example, Spinoza’s pantheism was one of these many attempts to save belief in God 
while maintaining a rational picture of nature. More radical versions of pantheism deny 
that God is just and that He has any moral characteristics at all. In Spinoza’s theory, how- 
ever, which has often been compared to that of the Eastern religions, God is identical to 
the universe. He is not its creator. He is not a moral agent, so He has neither concern nor 
ability for the misfortunes and suffering of the world. He has no special concern for peo- 
ple. If one defends an extreme determinism in which no one—not even God—has “free 
will,” questions of moral responsibility, reward, and punishment become irrelevant, a 
matter of human vanity, nothing more. Not surprisingly, Spinoza, though devout, was 
long branded an atheist and his books were proscribed. 

So, too, the German philosophers Johann Fichte and G. W. F. Hegel defended ver- 
sions of pantheism in which God was immanent (instead of transcendent) and identical 
to the one universe as “Spirit” as well as Spinoza’s substance. They, too, fought off ac- 
cusations of atheism in their careers (and Fichte was actually fired in a great scandal over 
this). In France, the anti-clerical Enlightenment was trying to replace the increasingly 
dubious authority of the Church with rationality, but this often meant gutting religion 
(Christianity, in particular) of much of its content, especially most of its rituals and its 
“superstitions.” Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his devoted followers in the French Revolu- 
tion (for example, the Robespierre brothers) advocated belief in a “Supreme Being” but 
jettisoned most of Christianity nevertheless. Foremost in this fight was Voltaire, for ex- 
ample, who also held onto his belief in God but sheared Him of all of His moral attrib- 
utes, thus avoiding the problem of evil by denying God His attribute of “justice.” “It 
makes no more sense to say that God is just or unjust than it does to say that he is blue 
or green.” For Voltaire, God was just a “hypothesis,” the creator who turned on the giant 
Newtonian machine but then left it to go on its own, This peculiarly truncated version of 
theism is usually called deism. It believes in God, but not much of one. It is essentially 
an appeal to the cosmological argument; and it is satisfied with a minimal deity, which 
stops far short of our traditional conception of God. As we have seen Voltaire also de- 
spised the “argument from design” with all of its hidden moralizing. The world is full of 
evil, Voltaire insisted, and there is no denying it. And since there is evil, there cannot be 
an all-powerful, all-knowing God who is also just, and there can be no appeal to His 
“mysterious ways.” He has no “mysterious ways”; in fact, He has no “ways” at all. Thus 
Voltaire made his point against Leibniz and his “best of all possible worlds” hypothesis 
in Candide, lampooning the Leibnizian Dr. Pangloss. Thus by saving rationality of faith 
the French philosophers lost a great deal of the religion. Most of the American Found- 
ing Fathers, by the way, were deists. 

But if one refuses to give up the distinctively divine features of God, can one hang 

onto rationality? Again, only at great cost. The great Russian novelist Fyodor Dos- 
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toyevski was a devout Christian whose faith had been shaken many times, not least by 
the cruelty that he often witnessed (and of which he was occasionally the victim) in feu- 
dal Tsarist Russia. In his novel The Brothers Karamazov, he portrays a conversation be- 
tween two of the three Karamazov brothers, Ivan who like the author is wracked with 
doubts—and Alyosha—who has joined a monastery and aspires to be a true Christian. 
Ivan presents us with a vivid picture of how instances of patently unjust evil pit reason 
against faith, especially for someone who wants desperately to believe in God, but for 
the most vindictive, even violent reasons. 


FROM THE BROTHERS KARAMAZOV 
BY FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKI?! 


“One picture, only one more, because it’s so curious, so characteristic, and I have 
only just read it in some collection of Russian antiquities. I’ve forgotten the name. I 
must look it up. It was in the darkest days of serfdom at the beginning of the cen- 
tury, and long live the Liberator of the People! There was in those days a general of 
aristocratic connections, the owner of great estates, one of those men—somewhat 
exceptional, I believe, even then—who, retiring from the service into a life of 
leisure, are convinced that they’ve earned absolute power over the lives of their sub- 
jects. There were such men then. So our general, settled on his property of two 
thousand souls, lives in pomp, and domineers over his poor neighbors as though 
they were dependents and buffoons. He has kennels of hundreds of hounds and 
nearly a hundred dog boys—all mounted and in uniform. One day a serf boy, a little 
child of eight, threw a stone in play and hurt the paw of the general’s favorite 
hound. ‘Why is my favorite dog lame?’ He is told that the boy threw a stone that 
hurt the dog’s paw. ‘So you did it.” The general looked the child up and down. “Take 
him.’ He was taken—taken from his mother and kept shut up all night. Early that 
morning the general comes out on horseback, with the hounds, his dependents, dog 
boys, and huntsmen, all mounted around him in full hunting parade. The servants 
are summoned for their edification, and in front of them all stands the mother of the 
child. The child is brought from the lockup. It’s a gloomy, cold, foggy autumn day, 
a capital day for hunting. The general orders the child to be undressed; the child is 
stripped naked. He shivers, numb with terror, not daring to cry. . . . ‘Make him 
run,’ commands the general. ‘Run! run!’ shout the dog boys. The boy runs. . . . 
‘At him!’ yells the general, and he sets the whole pack of hounds on the child. The 
hounds catch him, and tear him to pieces before his mother’s eyes! . . . I believe 
the general was afterwards declared incapable of administering his estates. Well— 
what did he deserve? To be shot? To be shot for the satisfaction of our moral feel- 
ings? Speak, Alyosha!” 

“To be shot,” murmured Alyosha, lifting his eyes to Ivan with a pale, twisted 
smile. 

“Bravo!” cried Ivan delighted. “If even you say so . . . You're a pretty monk! 
So there is a little devil sitting in your heart, Alyosha Karamazov!” 


21F yodor Dostoyevski, The Brothers Karamazov, trans. Constance Barnett, New York: Modern Library, 1929. 
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“What I said was absurd, but—” 

“That’s just the point, that ‘but’!” cried Ivan. “Let me tell you, novice, that 
the absurd is only too necessary on earth. The world stands on absurdities, and 
perhaps nothing would have come to pass in it without them. We know what we 
know!” 

“What do you know?” 

“I understand nothing,” Ivan went on, as though in a delirium. “I don’t want to 
understand anything now. I want to stick to the fact. I made up my mind long ago 
not to understand. If I try to understand anything, I shall be false to the fact, and I 
have determined to stick to the fact.” 

“Why are you trying me?” Alyosha cried, with sudden distress. “Will you say 
what you mean at last?” 

“Of course, I will; that’s what I’ve been leading up to. You are dear to me. I 
don’t want to let you go, and I won’t give you up to your Zossima.” 

Ivan for a minute was silent; his face became all at once very sad. 

“Listen! I took the case of children only to make my case clearer. Of the other 
tears of humanity with which the earth is soaked from its crust to its center, I will 
say nothing. I have narrowed my subject on purpose. I am a bug, and I recognize in 
all humility that I cannot understand why the world is arranged as it is. Men are 
themselves to blame, I suppose; they were given paradise, they wanted freedom, 
and stole fire from heaven, though they knew they would become unhappy, so there 
is no need to pity them. With my pitiful, earthly, Euclidian understanding, all | 
know is that there is suffering and that there are none guilty; that effect follows 
cause, simply and directly; that everything flows and finds it level—but that’s only 
Euclidian nonsense, I know that, and I can’t consent to live by it! What comfort is it 
to me that there are none guilty and that effect follows cause simply and directly, 
and that I know it—I must have justice, or I will destroy myself. And not justice in 
some remote infinite time and space, but here on earth, and that I could see myself. 
I have believed in it. I want to see it, and if I am dead by then, let me rise again, for 
if it all happens without me, it will be too unfair. Surely I haven't suffered, simply 
that I, my crimes and my sufferings, may manure the soil of the future harmony for 
somebody else. I want to see with my own eyes the hind lie down with the lion and 
the victim rise up and embrace his murderer, I want to be there when everyone sud- 
denly understands what it has all been for. All the religions of the world are built on 
this longing, and I am a believer. But then there are the children, and what am I to 
do about them? That’s a question I can’t answer. For the hundredth time I repeat, 
there are numbers of questions, but I've only taken the children, because in their 
case what I mean is so unanswerably clear. Listen! If all must suffer to pay for the 
eternal harmony, what have children to do with it, tell me, please? It's beyond all 
comprehension why they should suffer, and why they should pay for the harmony. 
Why should they, too, furnish material to enrich the soil for the harmony of the fu- 
ture? I understand solidarity in sin among men. I understand solidarity in retribu- 
tion, too; but there can be no such solidarity with children. And if it is really true 
that they must share responsibility for all their fathers’ crimes, such a truth is not of 
this world and is beyond my comprehension. Some jester will say, perhaps, that the 
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child would have grown up and have sinned, but you see he didn’t grow up, he 
was torn to pieces by the dogs, at eight years old. Oh, Alyosha, I am not blasphem- 
ing! I understand, of course, what an upheaval of the universe it will be, when 
everything in heaven and earth blends in one hymn of praise and everything 
that lives and has lived cries aloud: ‘Thou art just, O Lord, for Thy ways are re- 
vealed.’ When the mother embraces the fiend who threw her child to the dogs, and 
all three cry aloud with tears, “Thou are just, O Lord!’ then, of course, the crown 
of knowledge will be reached and all will be made clear. But what pulls me up 
here is that I can’t accept that harmony. And while I am on earth, I make haste to 
take my own measures. You see, Alyosha, perhaps it really may happen that if I 
live to that moment, or rise again to see it, I, too, perhaps, may cry aloud with the 
rest, looking at the mother embracing the child’s torturer, ‘Thou art just, O Lord!’ 
But I don’t want to cry aloud then. While there is still time, I hasten to protect 
myself, and so I renounce the higher harmony altogether. It’s not worth the tears 
of that one tortured child who beat itself on the breast with its little fist and prayed 
in its stinking outhouse, with its unexpiated tears to ‘dear, kind God’! It’s not 
worth it, because those tears are unatoned for. They must be atoned for, or there 
can be no harmony. But how? How are you going at atone for them? Is it possible? 
By their being avenged? But what do I care for avenging them? What do I care 
for a hell for oppressors? What good can hell do, since those children have already 
been tortured? And what becomes of harmony, if there is hell? I want to forgive. 
I want to embrace. I don’t want more suffering. And if the sufferings of children 
go to swell the sum of sufferings which was necessary 


It’s not God that to pay for truth, then I protest that the truth is not 

r worth such a price. I don’t want the mother to embrace 
I don't accept, the oppressor who threw her son to the dogs! She dare 
Alyosha, only I not forgive him! Let her forgive him for herself, if she 
most re spectfu l ly will, let her forgive the torturer for the immeasurable 


return Him the 
ticket. 


suffering of her mother’s heart. But the sufferings of 
her tortured child she has no right to forgive; she dare 
not forgive the torturer, even if the child were to for- 


give him! And if that is so, if they dare not forgive, 
what becomes of harmony? Is there in the whole world a being who would have 
the right to forgive and could forgive? I don’t want harmony. From love for human- 
ity I don’t want it. I would rather be left with the unavenged suffering. I would 
rather remain with my unavenged suffering and unsatisfied indignation, even if I 
were wrong. Besides, too high a price is asked for harmony; it’s beyond our means 
to pay so much to enter on it. And so I hasten to give back my entrance ticket, and 
if I am an honest man I am bound to give it back as soon as possible. And that I am 
doing. It’s not God that I don’t accept, Alyosha, only I most respectfully return Him 
the ticket.” 


+ What are the limitations to a purely rationalist view of faith? 
è What does it mean to say God is a “hypothesis”? 
+ Does deism solve the problem of evil? 
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E. FAITH AND IRRATIONALITY 


Whenever you can defend your belief rationally it is obviously desirable to do so. The 
move from rationality to irrationality in the defense of religion, therefore, is a serious 
step. Kant, who defended belief in God as a matter of faith, nevertheless defended this 
belief as rational. But there have always been religious people who have defended faith 
against reason, emphasizing the impossibility of rational justification and the irrelevance 
of the usual forms of understanding and knowledge where religion is concerned. In some 
cases, particularly in modern times, this step away from rationality may be a convenient 
escape from arguments and doubts that have become too overpowering. But it is not al- 
ways, or even usually, taken for this reason. As we’ve seen, there has always been an en- 
thusiastic movement within the sometimes overly formal confines of all the organized 
religions and dogmas to emphasize the experience of religious belief, called “mysti- 
cism.” Such experience may well be indescribable and incommunicable. (Philosophers 
would thereby say it is ineffable.) But it is precisely the fact that it defies description and 
contradicts our everyday rational beliefs that makes such experiences so important to 
those who have had them. 


1. God as Experience 


Elsewhere in the text we discuss the rationalist notion of intuition, a special kind of ex- 
perience that allows us to know some things for certain without argument and without 
abstraction from experience in the usual sense. According to the rationalists, we know 
the basic principles of logic and arithmetic in this way, and perhaps the basic principles 
of metaphysics as well. But when we introduced intuition, however, we emphasized that 
not everyone believed that intuition was part of rationality. In addition to rational insight, 
there may also be, according to most religious mystics, extra-rational or even irrational 
insight. Their epistemology is often ambiguous at this point. On the one hand, mystics 
want to deny the rational nature of their intuitions. But at the same time, they want to in- 
sist that what they experience is true. You can see how this will generate considerable 
confusion. When the mystic insists that his experience is true, he has made a claim that 
is on a par with the rationalist’s claim (whether they agree or disagree in their conclu- 
sions). If they disagree, that is, if the mystic insists that there is a God (perhaps he has 
even “seen” Him) and the rationalist denies it, it should be obvious that little room for 
constructive argument exists. The mystic considers the rationalist’s arguments irrele- 
vant; the rationalist considers the mystic obstinate and unwilling to argue rationally. At 
this point, assuming the discussion does not degenerate to name-calling and fisticuffs, 
the rationalist will probably storm out of the room in frustration and the mystic, like a 
Zen master, may just shrug his shoulders. In such a case, that is probably the most ra- 
tional response for both of them. 

The mystic need not argue that what he has experienced is true, however. He might 
insist only that what he has “seen” is extremely important to him personally. If he does 
so, it is clear that he need have no disagreement whatsoever with the rationalist, either 
in conclusions or in methods. They are different, of course, but not at odds. This is rare, 
of course, since it is a rare person indeed who does not yield to the temptation to insist 
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that his or her experience is the truth about reality as well. Or the mystic could argue, as 
the Islamic mystics (or Sufis) from al-Ghazali on have done, that rationalist and mysti- 
cal experience lead to the same truths by different “paths.” But whether the mystical ex- 
perience is an intuition of the (more or less) traditional Judeo-Christian God, whether it 
is a vision of the Virgin or simply a “feeling of oneness with the universe,’ whether the 
experience is the result of twenty years of prayer and meditation or induced in an 
evening with peyote or mescaline, the philosophical question that follows is always one 
of interpretation. Without denying the reality of the experience, the question is always 
whether one ought to interpret the experience as the knowledge of reality. Is it just an ex- 
perience—perhaps beautiful, worth repeating, even worth building your life around? It 
is very different to claim that the experience is true, a breakthrough in our normal per- 
ceptions (or, perhaps, our everyday illusions) to the reality behind them. This is not to 
say that the mystic must be wrong. It is only to say that, given the impossibility of argu- 
ment, there is no way to decide the issue. Just because the mystic is “irrational” doesn’t 
mean that he is wrong. 

Following the Enlightenment, particularly in Germany, religion took a dramatic 
swing to the subjective. Attempts at rational defense were given up entirely. The 
German Romantic philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher insisted that religion was sim- 
ply a matter of intense feelings of dependence, nothing more. (His contemporary, Hegel, 
wryly retorted that this would make a dog a better Christian than most of us.) Other 
philosophers turned to modernized mysticism, including very contemporary experi- 
ments with drug-induced experiences, in an attempt to save their religion from rational 
criticism. The American philosopher William James, for example, wrote about mysti- 
cism in his book The Varieties of Religious Experience and defended the idea that per- 
sonal religious experience has a central place in religion and that mysticism is the root 
of such experience. He too insists that mystical experiences are essentially “ineffable,” 
that is, impossible to describe to anyone else, and he compares this experience with the 
experience of listening to a symphony or being in love. But he also insists that mystical 
experiences provide us with knowledge, “states of insight into depths of truth un- 
plumbed by the discursive intellect.” James concludes that “the existence of mystical 
states absolutely overthrows the pretension of non-mystical states to be the sole and ul- 
timate dictators of what we may believe.” “The mystic,” he writes, “is invulnerable, and 
must be left, whether we like it or not, in undisturbed enjoyment of his creed.” 22 Con- 
sider, for example, the following argument by the Sufi philosopher Mohammad al- 
Ghazali, a medieval mystic. 


FROM THE DELIVERANCE FROM ERROR 
BY MOHAMMAD AL-GHAZALI?} 


When I had finished with [philosophy and theology], I next turned with set purpose 
to the method of mysticism (or Sufism). I knew that the complete mystic “way” in- 


22William James, “The Varieties of Religious Experience,” in The Writings of William James, ed. John J. Mc- 
Dermott, New York: Random House, 1967. 


23Mohammad al-Ghazali, The Deliverance from Error, from The Faith and Practice of al-Ghazali, trans. 
William Montgomery Watt, London: Allen & Unwin, 1953. 
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cludes both intellectual belief and practical activity; the latter consists in getting rid 
of the obstacles in the self and in stripping off its base characteristics and vicious 
morals, so that the heart may attain to freedom from what is not God and to con- 
stant recollection of Him. 

The intellectual belief was easier to me than the practical activity. I began to ac- 
quaint myself with their belief by reading their books. . . . I thus comprehended 
their fundamental teachings on the intellectual side, and progressed, as far as is pos- 
sible by study and oral instruction, in the knowledge of 
Wihai is most dis- mysticism. It became clear to me, however, that what is 

, y 3 most distinctive of mysticism is something which can- 
tinctive of mysti- not be apprehended by study, but only by immediate 
cism is something experience (dhawq—literally “tasting”), by ecstasy 
Whick Cannot be and by a moral change. What a difference there is be- 

tween knowing the definition of health and satiety, to- 
apprehended by gether with their causes and presuppositions, and being 
study, but on ly by healthy and satisfied! What a difference between being 
immediate experi- acquainted with the definition of drunkenness— 

P namely, that it designates a state arising from the domi- 
ence ws by ecstasy | nation of the seat of the intellect by vapours arising 
and by a moral from the stomach—and being drunk! Indeed, the 
drunken man while in that condition does not know the 
definition of drunkenness nor the scientific account of 
it; he has not the very least scientific knowledge of it. 
The sober man, on the other hand, knows the definition of drunkenness and its 
basis, yet he is not drunk in the very least. Again the doctor, when he is himself ill, 
knows the definition and causes of health and the remedies which restore it, and yet 
is lacking in health. Similarly there is a difference between knowing the true nature 
and causes and conditions of the ascetic life and actually leading such a life and 
forsaking the world. 

I apprehended clearly that the mystics were men who had real experiences, not 
men of words, and that I had already progressed as far as was possible by way of 
intellectual apprehension. What remained for me was not to be attained by oral in- 
struction and study but only by immediate experience and by walking in the mystic 
way. 


change. 


2. The Leap of Faith 


The best and most famous of all of these “new” Christians was an eccentric Danish 
philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard, who is often claimed as the father of both the “new” 
Christianity and that nonreligious philosophy called existentialism. Kierkegaard was 
born into a society in which everyone was a Christian; they all believed the same dog- 
mas, without thinking about them. They all went to the same (Lutheran) churches for 
Sunday services and Friday afternoon bingo games and enjoyed these social gatherings 
immensely. They were all entitled to call themselves “Christians” just by virtue of the 
fact that they had been born of certain parents, brought as children to certain churches, 
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and continued to mouth certain doctrines that they didn’t understand or care to under- 
stand in the slightest. What they all lacked was passion. Their religion and they them- 
selves, according to Kierkegaard, were boring through and through. Whatever happened 
to the phrase “the fear of God in their hearts”? These people felt no “fear,” just the se- 
curity of a comfortable and self-righteous society and warm swill of beer in their bellies, 
he complained. Kierkegaard, who had been brought up in an unusually devout Lutheran 
home, was disgusted with them. This isn’t Christianity, he insisted, and the sophisticated 
disputes over doctrine and dogma had nothing more to do with being religious than the 
calculations of an accountant at tax time. 

Accordingly Kierkegaard offered his alternative—a new (in fact, very old) way of 
seeing oneself as a Christian. Rational argument was irrelevant. The doctrines of Chris- 
tianity, he admitted, were absolutely absurd. But that didn’t matter. In fact, it was the 
very absurdity of these beliefs that made the passion of Christianity possible. After all, 
if it were simply a matter of accepting some proposition, why should we feel anything? 
And “proofs” of God’s existence, needless to say, were as irrelevant—in fact, offen- 
sive—as you could imagine. “Christianity is passion!” he insisted. “Religion is feeling 
and commitment.” No talk of “truth”—unless you mean simply subjective truth, truth 
for me alone. No talk of “proof” and no talk of “rationality.” There is simply, to use his 
most famous phrase, the leap of faith, across the borders of rationality and thinking to 
the passion-filled life of old-fashioned Christian fear and awe of God. “My only analogy 
is Socrates. My task is a Socratic task—to revise the conception of what it means to be 
a Christian. 

Kierkegaard’s move away from rationality is characterized as a rejection of “objec- 
tivity.” Being a Christian, he says, is not a matter of “objective faith” (consisting of rea- 
son, doctrines, and “proofs”) but of subjectivity, passion, and “inwardness.” 


Suppose ON SUBJECTIVE TRUTH 
Christianity is BY SOREN KIERKEGAARD” 
inwardness, Objective faith: what does that mean? It means a sum 


and . also the of dogmas. But suppose Christianity is nothing of the 
kind; suppose, on the contrary, it is inwardness, and 


pan adox, .. . therefore also the paradox, so as to push away objec- 
for the existing tively; and thus to acquire significance for the exist- 
individual in the ing individual in the inwardness of his existence, in 

r order to place him more decisively than any judge can 
inwardness of his place the accused, between time and eternity in time, 
existence. between heaven and hell in the time of salvation. Ob- 


jective faith: it is as if Christianity had also been her- 
alded as a kind of little system, although not quite so 


*The first and third readings are from Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, and the second 
reading is from Søren Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments. All three have been translated from the Danish 
by Clancy Martin and reprinted with his permission. 
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he has understood it. 


If God does not 
exist, it would be 
impossible to 
prove it, but if God 
does exist, it would 
be folly to try to 
prove it. 


good as the Hegelian system; it is as if Christ—yes, no offense intended—it is as if 
Christ were a professor, and as if the Apostles had formed a little professional soci- 
ety. Truly, if it was once no easy thing to become a Christian, I believe now it be- 
comes more difficult every year, because by now it has become so easy to become 
one—one finds a little competition only in becoming a speculative philosopher. 
And yet the speculative philosopher is perhaps most removed from Christianity, and 
perhaps it is far preferable to be an offended individual who nonetheless continually 
relates himself to Christianity, than to be a speculative philosopher who supposes 


eee 


Suppose, however, that subjectivity is truth, and that subjectivity is the existing 
subjectivity, then, to put it this way, Christianity is an exact fit. Subjectivity culmi- 
nates in passion, Christianity is paradox, paradox and passion fit one another ex- 
actly, and paradox exactly fits one whose situation is in the extremity of existence. 
Yes, in the wide world there could not be found two lovers so well fitted for one an- 
other as paradox and passion, and their argument is like a lovers’ argument, when 
they argue whether he first aroused her passion, or she his. So it is here: by means 
of the paradox itself, the existing person has been situated in the extremity of exis- 
tence. And what is more delightful for lovers than that they are allowed a long time 
together without any change in the relationship between them, except that it be- 
comes more intensive in inwardness? 


Religion is a confrontation with the unknown, not something knowable. 
But what is this unknown thing, with which reason in its paradoxical passion is af- 


fronted, and which even upsets for man his self-knowledge? It is the Unknown. But 
it is certainly something human, insofar as we know what it is to be human, nor is it 


some other thing humans know. Let us call this un- 
known something: the God. That is merely the name 
we give to it. To want to prove that this unknown 
something (the God) exists could hardly occur to rea- 
son. For of course if God does not exist, it would be 
impossible to prove it, but if God does exist, it would 
be folly to try to prove it; for, in the very moment I 
began my proof, I would have presupposed it, not as 
dubious but as certain (a presupposition is never dubi- 
ous, just because it is a presupposition); since other- 
wise I would never begin, understanding that the whole 


| would be impossible if he did not exist. But if when I speak of proving God's exis- 
tence I mean that I propose to prove that the Unknown, which exists, is God, then I 

| express myself less fortunately; for then I prove nothing, least of all existence, but 

| merely develop the content of a concept. In general, to try to prove that something 
exists is a difficult matter, and what is still worse for the bold who would attempt it, 
the difficulty is of a kind that will not bring fame to those who occupy themselves 
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with it. The whole proof always turns into something entirely different, turns into 
an additional development of the consequences that come from my having assumed 
that the object in question exists. Thus I continually deduce not toward existence, 
but I deduce from existence, whether I exert myself indeed in the world I can grasp 
with my hands or in thought. So I do not prove that a stone exists, but that some- 
thing which exists is a stone; a court of justice does not prove that a criminal exists, 
but that the accused, who certainly exists, is a criminal. Whether one calls existence 
an accessorium [a predicate] or the eternal prius [first given], it can never be 
proven. Let us take our time; for us there is no reason to hurry, as there is for those, 
who from concern for themselves or for God or for some other thing, must hurry to 
show they exist. When it is so, there is indeed excellent reason to hurry, especially 
if the prover sincerely tries to appreciate the danger that he himself or the thing in 
question may not exist until the proof is complete, and does not secretly entertain 
the thought that it exists whether he succeeds in proving it or not. 

So if from Napoleon’s actions one tried to prove Napoleon’s existence, would it 
not be of the greatest peculiarity, since his existence very well explains his actions, 
but actions cannot prove his existence, unless I have already understood the word 
“his” such that I assume that he exists. But Napoleon is only an individual, and in- 
sofar there is no absolute relationship between him and his actions; after all, an- 
other person may have performed the same actions. Perhaps this is why I cannot de- 
duce from actions to existence. If I call these actions the actions of Napoleon, then 
the proof is superfluous, since I have already named him; if I ignore this, I can 
never prove from the actions that they are Napoleon’s, but (purely ideally) prove 
that such actions are the actions of a great general, etc. But between God and his 
works there is an absolute relationship, God is not a name, but a concept, and per- 
haps it follows from that, that his essentia involvit existentiam [essence entails exis- 
tence]. God’s works can only be done by God; quite right, but where then are the 
works of God? The works from which I would deduce his existence are not imme- 
diately given. Or does the wisdom in nature, the goodness, the wisdom in the gov- 
ernance of the world, reside on the very face of things? Are we not here confronted 
with the most terrible temptations to doubt, and is it not impossible finally to dis- 

pose of those doubts? But from such an order of things 
This is just to pre- I will certainly not prove God’s existence, and even if I 
began I would never finish, and furthermore would live 
Suppose that God constantly in suspenso [in suspense], that something 
exists, and that in terrible should suddenly happen that would demolish 
confidence in him my little proof. So, from what works will I prove it? 
f From the works as apprehended through an ideal inter- 
is how I am actu- pretation, i.e., such as they do not immediately reveal 
ally beginning. themselves. But in that case it is not from the works 

that I prove it, but I develop only the ideality I have 
presupposed; because of my confidence in this I boldly defy all objections, even 
those that have not yet been made. As soon as I begin I have presupposed the ideal 
interpretation, and presuppose that I will be successful in carrying it through; but 
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this is just to presuppose that God exists, and that in confidence in him is how I am 
actually beginning. 


You can see how little Kierkegaard thinks of the ingenious “proofs” of God’s exis- 
tence, as well as all attempts to “know” Him. The point of religion, he says, is precisely 
not to know, but rather to feel. It is the absurdity and the irrationality of Christian doc- 
trines, he insists, that makes this rare intensity of feeling possible. 


Precisely its objective repulsion, the absurd is the measure of the intensity of faith 
in inwardness. There is a man who wants to have faith, well, let the comedy begin. 
He wants to have faith, but he also wants to ensure himself with the help of an ob- 
jective inquiry and its approximation-process. What happens? With the help of the 
approximation-process, the absurd becomes something else; it becomes probable, it 
becomes more probable, it becomes extremely and exceedingly probable. Now he 
is prepared to believe it, and he boldly supposes that he does not believe as shoe- 
makers and tailors and simple folk do, but only after long consideration. Now he is 
prepared to believe it, but lo and behold, now it has become impossible to believe it. 
The almost probable, the very probable, the extremely and exceedingly probable: 
that he can almost know, or as good as know, to a greater degree and exceedingly 
almost know—but believe it, that is impossible, for the absurd is precisely the ob- 
ject of faith, and only that can be believed. 


Christianity, Kierkegaard concludes, is suffering, the suffering that comes with the an- 
ticipation of our own death and our feeling of smallness and insignificance when we 
consider the eternal order of things. For those who try to minimize this suffering through 
professional “understanding” and knowledge, Kierkegaard has little but sarcasm: “The 
two ways. One is to suffer; the other is to become a professor of the fact that another 
suffered,” 


+ How does subjectivism differ from mysticism? 

+ Do you think having an experience that is ineffable (i.e. it 
cannot be described or communicated to others) is a form of 
knowledge? 

+ Why does Kierkegaard claim that absurdity or paradox is the 
essence of faith? 

+ How is God a symbol of “the ultimate concern?” Can you 
have an ultimate concern and not believe in God? 


3. God as Ultimate Concern 


Following Kierkegaard, Christian “irrationalism” changed the complexion of Western 
religion and gave faith a meaning that is not vulnerable to rational arguments. Paul 
Tillich proposed an extremely powerful form of Christianity that also gives up the tra- 
ditional view of God and moves the focus of the religion to purely personal concerns and 
commitments. These are our religion, and we don’t need anything more. 
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ON THE ULTIMATE CONCERN 
BY PAUL TILLICH*® 


We have discussed the meaning of symbols generally because, as we said, man’s ul- 
timate concern must be expressed symbolically! One may ask: Why can it not be 
expressed directly and properly? If money, success, or the nation is someone’s ulti- 
mate concern, can this not be said in a direct way without symbolic language? Is it 
not only in those cases in which the content of the ultimate concern is called “God” 
that we are in the realm of symbols? The answer is that everything which is a mat- 
ter of unconditional concern is made into a god. If the nation is someone’s ultimate 
concern, the name of the nation becomes a sacred name and the nation receives di- 
vine qualities which far surpass the reality of the being and functioning of the na- 
tion. The nation then stands for and symbolizes the true ultimate, but in an idola- 
trous way. Success as ultimate concern is not the natural desire of actualizing 
potentialities, but its readiness to sacrifice all other values of life for the sake of a 
position of power and social predominance. The anxiety about not being a success 
is an idolatrous form of the anxiety about divine condemnation. Success is grace; 
lack of success, ultimate judgment. In this way concepts designating ordinary reali- 
ties become idolatrous symbols of ultimate concern. 

The reason for this transformation of concepts into symbols is the character of 
ultimacy and the nature of faith. That which is the true ultimate transcends the 
realm of finite reality infinitely. Therefore, no finite reality can express it directly 
and properly. Religiously speaking, God transcends his own name. This is why the 
use of his name easily becomes an abuse or a blasphemy. Whatever we say about 
that which concerns us ultimately, whether or not we call it God, has a symbolic 
meaning. It points beyond itself while participating in that to which it points. In no 
other way can faith express itself adequately. The language of faith is the language 
of symbols. If faith were what we have shown that it is not, such an assertion could 
not be made. But faith, understood as the state of being ultimately concerned, has 
no language other than symbols. When saying this I always expect the question: 
Only a symbol? He who asks this question shows that he has not understood the 
difference between signs and symbols nor the power of symbolic language, which 
surpasses in quality and strength the power of any nonsymbolic language. One 
should never say “only a symbol,” but one should say “not less than a symbol.” 
With this in mind we can now describe the different kinds of symbols of faith. 

The fundamental symbol of our ultimate concern is God. It is always present in 
any act of faith, even if the act of faith includes the denial of God. Where there is 
ultimate concern, God can be denied only in the name of God. One God can deny 
the other one. Ultimate concern cannot deny its own character as ultimate. There- 
fore, it affirms what is meant by the word “God.” Atheism, consequently, can only 
mean the attempt to remove any ultimate concern—to remain unconcerned about 
the meaning of one’s existence. Indifference toward the ultimate question is the 


25From The Dynamics of Faith by Paul Tillich. Copyright © 1957 by Paul Tillich. Renewed © 1985 by Han- 
nah Tillich. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc. 
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only imaginable form of atheism. Whether it is possible is a problem which 

must remain unsolved at this point. In any case, he who denies God as matter of 
ultimate concern affirms God, because he affirms ultimacy in his concern. God is 
the fundamental symbol for what concerns us ultimately. Again, it would be com- 
pletely wrong to ask: So God is nothing but a symbol? Because the next question 
has to be: A symbol for what? And then the answer would be: For God! God is 
symbol for God. This means that in the person of God we must distinguish two ele- 
ments: the element of ultimacy, which is a matter of immediate experience and not 
symbolic in itself, and the element of concreteness, which is taken from our ordi- 
nary experience and symbolically applied to God. The man whose ultimate concern 
is a sacred tree has both the ultimacy of concern and the concreteness of the tree 
which symbolizes his relation to the ultimate. The man who adores Apollo is ulti- 
mately concerned, but not in an abstract way. His ultimate concern is symbolized in 
the divine figure of Apollo. The man who glorifies Jahweh, the God of the Old Tes- 
tament, has both an ultimate concern and a concrete image of what concerns him 
ultimately. This is the meaning of the seemingly cryptic statement that God is the 
symbol of God. In this qualified sense God is the fundamental and universal content 
of faith. 

It is obvious that such an understanding of the meaning of God makes the dis- 
cussions about the existence or nonexistence of God meaningless. It is meaningless 

to question the ultimacy of an ultimate concern. This 
God as the ulti- element in the idea of God is in itself certain. The sym- 
mate in man’s bolic expression of this element varies endlessly 
n through the whole history of mankind. Here again it 
ultimate concern would be meaningless to ask whether one or another of 
is more certain the figures in which an ultimate concern is symbolized 
than any other does “exist.” If “existence” refers to something which 
A can be found within the whole of reality, no divine 
certainty, even being exists. The question is not this, but: Which of the 
that of oneself. innumerable symbols of faith is most adequate to the 
meaning of faith? In other words, which symbol of ul- 
timacy expresses the ultimate without idolatrous elements? This is the problem, and 
not the so-called “existence of God”—which is in itself an impossible combination 
of words. God as the ultimate in man’s ultimate concern is more certain than any 
other certainty, even that of oneself. God as symbolized in a divine figure is a mat- 
ter of daring faith, of courage and risk. 

God is the basic symbol of faith, but not the only one. All the qualities we attrib- 
ute to him, power, love, justice, are taken from finite experiences and applied sym- 
bolically to that which is beyond finitude and infinity. If faith calls God “almighty,” 
it uses the human experience of power in order to symbolize the content of its 
infinite concern, but it does not describe a highest being who can do as he pleases. 
So it is with all the other qualities and with all the actions, past, present, and future, 
which men attribute to God. They are symbols taken from our daily experience, and 
not information about what God did once upon a time or will do sometime in the 
future. Faith is not the belief in such stories, but it is the acceptance of symbols that 
express our ultimate concern in terms of divine actions. 


F. THE ATTACK ON RELIGION: MARX, NIETZSCHE, AND FREUD 179 


Another group of symbols of faith are manifestations of the divine in things and 
events, in persons and communities, in words and documents. This whole realm of 
sacred objects is a treasure of symbols. Holy things are not holy in themselves, but 
they point beyond themselves to the source of all holiness, that which is of ultimate 
concer. 


Notice how far Tillich has moved from the traditional Judeo-Christian-Islamic con- 
ception of God. Yet he is still a theist and a Christian. But it is not clear that “God™ means 
the same for Tillich as it does in the Old and New Testaments. God is a symbol of “ulti- 
mate concern.” Nevertheless, is this God as Christians are supposed to think of Him? 
The belief in God is now expanded to represent the fact that one finds his or her life 
meaningful. Tillich says that this “makes the discussions about the existence or nonex- 
istence of God meaningless.” It also undercuts the Western idea that God is a single kind 
of being with the characteristics we discussed earlier and brings Tillich’s theism very 
close to the general idea of religion, which Nishitani described in the passage we looked 
at earlier. God is whatever concerns us ultimately, whatever is most important in our 
lives. This is even true, Tillich says, when one denies the existence of God. “Where there 
is ultimate concern, God can be denied only in the name of God.” 


e ForTillich, what is “an ultimate concern” ? Why does it make 
the question of God’s existence “meaningless”? 


F. THE ATTACK ON RELIGION: 
MARX, NIETZSCHE, AND FREUD 


But even if religion is a matter of personal viewpoint, beyond rational argument and 
mere passion or “experience,” this is not to say that it is immune from attack. The truth 
and falsity of religious doctrines may not be subject to rational scrutiny, but the motiva- 
tion of religious thinking might be. Why do people turn to religion? Is it just for edifi- 
cation, is it to give them hope, or is it a rationalization for the lack of justice in this 
world? Or is it an escape, a kind of irresponsible reaction to a world we cannot cope 
with, perhaps a childish unwillingness to give up an illusion of security we ought to have 
outgrown in adolescence? 

Karl Marx is often quoted for his incisive critique of religion. His point is simple, 
and he makes it powerfully. Humans inyent religion to escape their intolerable social 
conditions. And once we see this, we should reject religion as an escape and turn instead 
to the correction of those conditions that make such an escape necessary. 


rRoM CRITIQUE OF HEGEL’S PHILOSOPHY OF RIGHT 
BY KARL MARX? 


The basis of irreligious criticism is this: man makes religion; religion does not 
make man. Religion is indeed man’s self-consciousness and self-awareness so long 


26Karl Marx, Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in Early Writings, trans. T. Bottomore. Copyright 
© 1963. Reprinted by permission of The McGraw-Hill Companies. 
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as he has not found himself or has lost himself again. But man is not an abstract 
being, squatting outside the world. Man is the human world, a state, society. 

This state, this society, produce religion which is an inverted world consciousness, 
because they are an inverted world. Religion is the general theory of this world, 
its encyclopedic compendium, its logic in popular form, its spiritual point d’hon- 
neur, its enthusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, its general basis 
of consolation and justification. It is the fantastic realization of the human being 
inasmuch as the human being possesses no true reality. The struggle against reli- 
gion is, therefore, indirectly a struggle against that world whose spiritual aroma is 
religion. 

Religious suffering is at the same time an expression of real suffering and a 
protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the 
sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of 
the people. 

The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of men, is a demand for 
their real happiness. The call to abandon their illusions about their condition is a 
call to abandon a condition which requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, 
therefore, the embryonic criticism of this vale of tears of which religion is the 
halo. 

Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers from the chain, not in order that 
man shall bear the chain without caprice or consolation but so that he shall cast off 
the chain and pluck the living flower. The criticism of religion disillusions man so 
that he will think, act and fashion his reality as a man who has lost his illusions 
and regained his reason; so that he will revolve about himself as his own true sun. 
Religion is only the illusory sun about which man revolves so long as he does not 
revolve about himself. 

eee 

It is clear that the arm of criticism cannot replace the criticism of arms. Material 
force can only be overthrown by material force; but theory itself becomes a mate- 
rial force when it has seized the masses. Theory is capable of seizing the masses 
when it demonstrates ad hominem, and it demonstrates ad hominem as soon as it 
becomes radical. To be radical is to grasp things by the root. But for man the root is 
man himself. What proves beyond doubt the radicalism of German theory, and thus 
its practical energy, is that it begins from the resolute positive abolition of religion. 
The criticism of religion ends with the doctrine that man is the supreme being for 
man. It ends, therefore, with the categorical imperative to overthrow all those con- 
ditions in which man is an abased, enslaved, abandoned, contemptible being —con- 
ditions which can hardly be better described than in the exclamation of the French- 
man on the occasion of a proposed tax upon dogs: “Wretched dogs! They want to 
treat you like men!” 


Fifty years later, Friedrich Nietzsche opened an even more blistering attack on reli- 
gion in general, on Christianity in particular. Christianity is accused of being nothing 
other than rationalizations for impotence, an expression of everything that is most con- 
temptible in human nature. 
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FROM BEYOND GOOD AND EVIL 
BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE” 


In the Jewish “Old Testament,” the book of divine justice, there are men, things, 
and speeches in so grand a style that Greek and Indian literature have nothing to 
compare with it. One stands in awe and reverence before these tremendous rem- 
nants of what man once was, and sad thoughts come to one about ancient Asia and 
its jutting peninsula, Europe, which wants so definitely to signify, as against Asia, 
the “progress of man.” Of course, those who are merely wretched tame domestic 
animals and know only the wants of domestic animals (like our cultivated people of 
today, including the Christians of “cultivated” Christianity) need neither be amazed 
nor even sorry when faced with these ruins: the taste for the Old Testament is a 
touchstone of “greatness” and “smallness.” Perhaps they will even find the New 
Testament, the book of grace, more to their taste (it is full of the odor of the real, ef- 
feminate, stupid canter and petty soul). To have glued this New Testament, a kind 
of rococo of taste in every respect, to the Old Testament to form one book—the 
“Bible,” the book—that is perhaps the greatest audacity and “sin against the spirit” 
which literary Europe has on its conscience. 


FROM THE ANTICHRIST 
BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE* 


Christianity should not be beautified and embellished: it has waged deadly war 
against this higher type of man; it has placed all the basic instincts of this type 
under the ban; and out of these instincts it has distilled evil and the Evil One: the 
strong man as the typically reprehensible man, the “reprobate.” Christianity has 
sided with all that is weak and base, with all failures; it has made an ideal of what 
contradicts the instinct of the strong life to preserve itself; it has corrupted the 
reason even of those strongest in spirit . . . it has in fear of them bred the oppo- 
site type—the domestic animal, the herd animal, the sick human animal—the 
Christian. 

As long as the priest is considered a higher type of man—this professional nega- 
tor, slanderer, and poisoner of life—there is no answer to the question: what is 
truth? For truth has been stood on its head when the conscious advocate of nothing- 
ness and negation is accepted as the representative of “truth.” 

In Christianity neither morality nor religion has even a single point of contact 
with reality. 

ooo 


27Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Walter Kaufmann, New York: Random House, 1966. 


28Friedrich Nietzsche, The Antichrist, from The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann. Copy- 
right © 1954 by The Viking Press, renewed © 1982 by Viking Penguin Inc. Used by permission of Viking Pen- 
guin, a division of Penguin Putnam Inc. 
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This world of pure fiction is vastly inferior to the world of dreams insofar as 
the latter mirrors reality, whereas the former falsifies, devalues, and negates re- 
ality. . . . Who alone has good reason to lie his way out of reality? He who suffers 
from it. 

eee 

The Christian conception of God—God as god of the sick, God as a spider, God 
as spirit—is one of the most corrupt conceptions of the divine ever attained on 
earth. It may even represent the low-water mark in the descending development of 
divine types. 

eee 

This pitiful god of Christian monotono-theism! This hybrid product of decay, 
this mixture of zero, concept, and contradiction, in which all the instincts of deca- 
dence, all cowardices and wearinesses of the soul, find their sanction! 


Not surprisingly, Nietzsche sees the decline of Christianity, and religion in general, 
with great enthusiasm. It is Nietzsche who popularized the old Lutheran phrase, “God is 
dead,” but with an antireligious twist and a shout of delight that declared open war on all 
remaining forms of religious “weaknesses.” 


FROM THE GAY SCIENCE 
BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE” 


The meaning of our cheerfulness.—The greatest recent event—that “God is dead,” 
that the belief in the Christian god has become unbelievable—is already beginning 
to cast its first shadows over Europe. For the few at least, whose eyes—the suspi- 
cion in whose eyes is strong and subtle enough for this spectacle, some sun seems 
to have set and some ancient and profound trust has been turned into doubt; to them 
our old world must appear daily more like evening, more mistrustful, stranger, 
“older.” But in the main one may say: The event itself is far too great, too distant, 
too remote from the multitude’s capacity for comprehension even for the tidings of 
it to be thought of as having arrived as yet. Much less may one suppose that many 
people know as yet what this event really means—and how much must collapse 
now that this faith has been undermined because it was built upon this faith, 
propped up by it, grown into it; for example, the whole of our European morality. 
This long plenitude and sequence of breakdown, destruction, ruin, and cataclysm 
that is now impending—who could guess enough of it today to be compelled to 
play the teacher and advance proclaimer of this monstrous logic of terror, the 
prophet of a gloom and an eclipse of the sun whose like has probably never yet oc- 
curred on earth? 
eee 

[The] initial consequences, the consequences for ourselves, are quite the oppo- 

site of what one might perhaps expect: They are not at all sad and gloomy but rather 


Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. Walter Kaufman, New York: Random House, 1968. 
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like a new and scarcely describable kind of light, happiness, relief, exhilaration, en- 
couragement, dawn. 

Indeed, we philosophers and “free spirits” feel, when we hear the news that “the 
old god is dead,” as if a new dawn shone on us; our heart overflows with gratitude, 
amazement, premonitions, expectation. At long last the horizon appears free to us 
again, even if it should not be bright; at long last our ships may venture out again, 
venture out to face any danger; all the daring of the lover of knowledge is permitted 
again; the sea, our sea, lies open again; perhaps there has never yet been such an 
“open sea.” 


Finally, in our own century, the attack has been given a psychoanalytic foundation by 
Sigmund Freud, who also reduces the grand aspirations of religion to mere illusions, but, 
even worse, the illusions of an insecure child who has never properly grown up. 


FROM THE FUTURE OF AN ILLUSION 
BY SIGMUND FREUD®® 


. .. the psychical origin of religious ideas. These, which are given out as teachings, 
are not precipitates of experience or end results of thinking: they are illusions, 
fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind. The secret 
of their strength lies in the strength of those wishes. As we already know, the terri- 
fying impression of helplessness in childhood aroused the need for protection—for 
protection through love—which was provided by the father; and the recognition 
that this helplessness lasts throughout life made it necessary to cling to the exis- 
tence of a father, but this time a more powerful one. Thus the benevolent rule of a 
divine Providence allays our fear of the dangers of life; the establishment of a 
moral world-order ensures the fulfilment of the demands of justice, which have so 
often remained unfulfilled in human civilization; and the prolongation of earthly ex- 
istence in a future life provides the local and temporal framework in which these 
wish-fulfilments shall take place. Answers to the riddles that tempt the curiosity of 
man, such as how the universe began or what the relation is between body and 
mind, are developed in conformity with the underlying assumptions of this system. 
It is an enormous relief to the individual psyche if the conflicts of its childhood 
arising from the father-complex—conflicts which it has never wholly overcome— 
are removed from it and brought to a solution which is universally accepted. 

When I say that these things are all illusions, I must define the meaning of the 
word. An illusion is not the same thing as an error; nor is it necessarily an error. 
Aristotle’s belief that vermin are developed out of dung (a belief to which ignorant 
people still cling) was an error; so was the belief of a former generation of doctors 
that tabes dorsalis is the result of sexual excess. It would be incorrect to call these 
errors illusions. On the other hand, it was an illusion of Columbus’s that he had dis- 


30From The Future of an Illusion by Sigmund Freud, trans. James Strachey. Translation Copyright © 1961 by 
James Strachey, renewed 1989 by Alix Strachey. Reprinted by permission of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
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Illusions need not covered a new searoute to the Indies. The part played 
necessari ly be by his wish in this error is very clear. One may de- 
5 scribe as an illusion the assertion made by certain na- 
fals e—that is to tionalists that the Indo-Germanic race is the only one 
say, un realizable capable of civilization; or the belief, which was only 
: AE destroyed by psycho-analysis, that children are crea- 
Chat contradiction tures without sexuality. What is characteristic of illu- 
of reality. sions is that they are derived from human wishes. In 
this respect they come near to psychiatric delusions. 
But they differ from them, too, apart from the more complicated structure of delu- 
sions. In the case of delusions, we emphasize as essential their being in contradic- 
tion with reality. Illusions need not necessarily be false—that is to say, unrealizable 
or in contradiction of reality. . . . Thus we call a belief an illusion when a wish- 
fulfilment is a prominent factor in its motivation, and in doing so we disregard its 
relations to reality, just as the illusion itself sets no store by verification. 


In conclusion, Freud agrees with Marx and Nietzsche that the only proper concern of 
man is humanity. But is this necessarily an indictment of religion? Freud was fascinated 
by Jewish mysticism, and Nietzsche offered extravagant praise of Buddhism. Many 
Christians, Muslims, and Jews have used their religion as a metaphysical support for 
concerted social activism and humanism (as well as “holy” wars), and for many people 
religion is an emotional support without which they could not even function as human 
beings. The balance is precarious. No one can deny that there have been thousands of 
atrocities—to both spirit and body—in the name of religion. But neither has it been 
proved that such cruelty is necessary for religion nor that religion is as easily dispensable 
as some of its critics have suggested. (Even Nietzsche had his serious doubts.) 

So why do we insist on believing? Jean-Paul Sartre suggests that it is because we, 
ourselves, desire to be God. 


FROM “THE DESIRE TO BE GOD” 
By JEAN-PAUL SARTRE?! 


The best way to conceive of the fundamental project of human reality is to say that 
man is the being whose project is to be God. Whatever may be the myths and rites 
of the religion considered, God is first “sensible to the heart” of man as the one who 
identifies and defines him in his ultimate and fundamental project. If man possesses 
a pre-ontological comprehension of the being of God, it is not the great wonders of 
nature nor the power of society which have conferred it upon him. God, value and 
supreme end of transcendence, represents the permanent limit in terms of which 
man makes known to himself what he is. To be man means to reach toward being 
God. Or if you prefer, man fundamentally is the desire to be God. 


3Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes, New York: Philosophical Library of New 
York, 1956. 
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@ Explain Marx's favorite remark that religion is “the opium 
of the people.” 

è What are the human characteristics that religion emphasizes 
which Nietzsche finds so contemptible? 

+ What does Freud mean when he says that the religious per- 
son is like a child? 

+ Do we want to be God? What could Sartre possibly mean by 
this? 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


Religion is one of the most important, and therefore one of the most controversial and 
sensitive, parts of our lives. It is therefore also one of the most important, controversial, 
and sensitive areas of philosophy. Initially, religion seems to be part of metaphysics, an 
examination of the way the world really is, and the answer of religion is that reality is, 
in a word, divine. But we have seen that religion is much more than a search for knowl- 
edge; it is also a search for meaning, for morality, for ultimate justice, and for a type of 
experience that is like no other. Philosophy of religion begins as a metaphysical disci- 
pline, attempting to define a supreme entity of a certain type (God) and to demonstrate 
His existence through rational arguments and proofs. But many philosophers and reli- 
gious people deny that such a metaphysical approach is either possible or appropriate. 
Some philosophers deny that we can know God but insist that it is necessary to have 
faith. But while some philosophers interpret this faith as a form of rationality, others 
claim that it is strictly an emotional commitment beyond the domain of rational argu- 
ment and understanding. 

These various approaches to the philosophy of religion are all very much alive, and 
so too are the doubts that accompany each approach. Those who believe that we can 
know God are at odds with those who deny that we can know Him. Those who insist on 
faith disagree among themselves whether this faith can be or ought to be justified. There 
are those who want to believe in God but find that certain problems (for example, the 
problem of evil) make it difficult or impossible for them to do so. There are those who 
see belief in God as an outmoded belief, left over from the inadequate science and meta- 
physics of previous centuries. And there are those who attack religion as not only out- 
moded but as insidious, as a symptom of decadence, weakness, or immaturity. But in the 
face of these various doubts and attacks, the traditional religious beliefs of Judaism and 
Christianity continue to grow and to raise new questions. Religion is humanity’s oldest 
philosophy, and it is still the most controversial area of philosophical concern. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. Give Anselm’s version of the ontological argument for the existence of God and 
Descartes’ revision of that argument. Then explain Kant’s attack on the argument. 
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Do you agree with Kant that existence is not a predicate? Can you think of any 
other apparent predicates that are not actual predicates? If existence is a special 
case, why? 

2. Hume argues that if God built the universe, he wasn’t a very good architect. Some 
theists respond that the universe was built as well as it could be and that any 
changes would only make it worse. Do you find this response convincing? The poet 
Wallace Stevens once wrote a letter to his wife claiming that “with a wishing lamp 
and a bucket of sand I could make a world better than this one.” Do you agree with 
Stevens? Can you imagine a better world? What would you change? 

3. Explain how the attack on Christianity developed from Marx and Nietzsche into 
Freud. What does Freud mean by the word “illusion”? Are illusions always bad? 
Could Christianity and other forms of religion be good, helpful illusions? How 
would Nietzsche respond? 

4. What are the differences between the rationalist and irrationalist view of faith? 
Which do you find convincing? 

5. How would you characterize the pragmatic argument for God’s existence? What are 
its weaknesses, if any? Do you think that it undermines belief in God? 

6. What is the problem of evil and what are the theists’ responses to it? Which of their 
arguments do you find convincing? 


GLOSSARY 


Abrahamic religions The Western monotheisms: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (they all 
trace their roots from the prophet Abraham). 

agnosticism The refusal to believe either that God exists or that He does not exist, usually on 
the grounds that there can be no sufficient evidence for either belief, 

anthropomorphic Humanlike. An anthropomorphic conception of God ascribes human attrib- 
utes to Him. 

argument from design Sce teleological argument. 

atheism The belief that there is no God. A person who believes that there is no God is an athe- 
ist. 

Batin, Batinya In Islamic mysticism, the “hidden truth” of the Qur'an and those who know it 
or seek it. 

Bhagavadgita (“Gita”) The “Song of God” of ancient Hinduism; the epic poem of Krishna, 
who is God incarnate. 

Brahma (“Brahman”) Precursor of God in Hindu theism; the idea of the One, the unity under- 
lying all things. 

Buddha “The awakened one”; the historical founder of Buddhism. 

cosmological argument An argument (or set of arguments) that undertakes to “prove” that God 
exists on the basis of the idea that there must have been a first cause or an ultimate reason for 
the existence of the universe (the cosmos). 

deism A variation of the Judeo-Christian religion that was extremely popular in the science- 
minded eighteenth century. Deism holds that God must have existed to create the universe 
with all of its laws (and thereby usually accepts some form of the cosmological argument) 
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but also holds that there is no justification for our belief that God has any special concern for 
man, any concern for justice, or any of those anthropomorphic attributes for which we wor- 
ship Him, pray to Him, and believe in biblical stories about Him. 

dharma In Hinduism, righteousness, the way of the good. 

faith In the popular sense, believing in something for which you have inadequate evidence 
or little good reason. In theology, faith usually refers to the trust that a believer should 
have in God's ultimate grace and fairness. Sometimes, faith is defended as a rational belief 
in God (for example, in Kant). More often, faith is defended against rationality (as in 
Kierkegaard). 

Four Noble Truths Among the most important teachings of the Buddha: “All is suffering (and 
transitory),” the need to eliminate desire, the way to eliminate desire, and the right path to the 
good, 

God In traditional Judeo-Christian theology, that being who created the universe and exists 
independently of it, who is all-powerful, all-knowing, everywhere at once, and concerned 
with justice and the ultimate welfare of humankind. When spelled with a small “g” the 
word refers to any supernatural being worthy of worship or at least extraordinary 
respect. 

illusion A false belief motivated by intense wishes. According to Marx, religion is an illusion 
that is intended to compensate for an intolerable social situation. According to Freud, reli- 
gion is an illusion that attempts to hold onto our childhood desires for fatherly protection and 
security. 

ineffable Indescribable. 

karma In Hinduism, the tendency of any course of action to be repeated; the limitation of one’s 
free will by one’s own habits and dispositions (even into the next life). 

Krishna In Hinduism, God incarnate. 

mysticism The belief that one can come to grasp certain fundamental religious truths (the exis- 
tence of God, the oneness of the universe) through direct experience, but of a very special 
kind, different from ordinary understanding and often at odds with reason. 

nihility “The Nothing,” “nothingness.” 

omnipotent All-powerful, usually said of God. 

omnipresent Everywhere at once, usually said of God. 

omniscient All-knowing, usually said of God. 

ontological argument An argument (or set of arguments) that tries to “prove” the existence of 
God from the very concept of “God.” For example, “God,” by definition, is that being with 
all possible perfection; existence is a perfection; therefore, God exists. 

pantheism The belief that God is identical to the universe as a whole. Spinoza, for example, 
was a pantheist. Hinduism is a form of pantheism in that it includes a conception of the di- 
vine in all things, rather than as a separate Creator. 

problem of evil The dilemma that emerges from trying to reconcile the belief that God is om- 
nipotent, omniscient, and just with the suffering and evil in the world. 

subjective truth In Kierkegaard, the “truth” of strong feelings and commitment. 

Sufism Islamic mysticism. 

teleological argument (for God’s existence) An argument that attempts to “prove” that God 
exists because of the intricacy and “design” of nature. It is sometimes called the “argument 
from design,” since the basis of the argument is that since the universe is evidently designed, 
it must have a designer. The analogy most often used is our inference from finding a complex 
mechanism on the beach (for example, a watch) that some intelligent being must have cre- 
ated it. 

theism Belief in God. 
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transcendent Independent of. In the philosophy of religion, a transcendent God is one who is 
distinct and separate from the universe he created. This is contrasted with the concept of an 
immanent God, for example, in pantheism, where God is identical with his creation, or, to 
take a different example, in certain forms of humanism, in which God is identical with hu- 
mankind. (Hegel argued such a thesis.) 
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Once upon a time, I, Chuang Tzu, dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and thither, 

to all intents and purposes a butterfly. I was conscious only of following my fancies as a 

butterfly, and was unconscious of my individuality as a man. Suddenly, I waked, and 

there I lay, myself again. Now I do not know whether I was then a man dreaming Iwas 
a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly dreaming I am a man. 


CHUANG-TZU! 


After an evening of heated but fruitless metaphysical debate with a number of his 
friends, the British physician John Locke turned to them and asked, “Shouldn’t we 
first determine whether we are capable of answering such questions?” They agreed. 
Perhaps you are thinking much the same thing. These great metaphysical systems are 
surely monuments to human intelligence. But do they achieve what they are intended 
to? Do they tell us “the way the world really is”? Since each of the contending systems 
claims that it does, how can it be that they disagree? Which is right? And how can we 
decide? 

In 1690 Locke took philosophy around a sharp turn, one that had been suggested by 
Descartes a half century before. But Descartes had broached the question, “What can 
we know?” only as a preface to his metaphysics. Locke, on the other hand, decided to 
put questions about reality on the shelf until he could develop an adequate theory of hu- 
man knowledge. Accordingly, his great book is not primarily an inquiry into substance 


i From Herbert A. Giles, trans., Chuang-Tzu: Taoist Philosopher and Chinese Mystic, London: George Allen 
and Unwin, 1961 [1889], p. 47. 
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or reality or God or truth (although all of these enter in); it is An Essay Concerning Hu- 
man Understanding. From metaphysics, the study of ultimate reality, we now turn to 
epistemology, the study of human knowledge—how we get it, what it is, whether we 
have it, or why we don’t. 

Even before Plato, Parmenides had seen that between a false belief and knowledge of 
reality are many opinions and appearances of reality, which might be very different 
from the reality itself. Plato’s “Myth of the Cave” is a graphic illustration of this dis- 
tinction. Descartes, although he distrusted his senses and wasn’t certain that they gave 
accurate representations of reality, at least could be certain of the appearances them- 
selves—he could not be mistaken about them. And here is the problem that has defined 
epistemology, the seeming abyss between reality and mere appearance. Perhaps we 
know the appearances of things, but how can we know that we know the reality “be- 
hind” them? 

Let us return for a moment to the central idea of traditional metaphysics, that of sub- 
stance. Substance is that which underlies all of the various properties of a thing (or 
things); and it is the properties, never the substance itself, that are experienced by us. 
Now, presumably, there can be no properties unless they are properties of something. 
That seems to be a platitude. But yet, we cannot experience the nature of the substance 
itself. And here begins the embarrassment of metaphysics. 

The problem was stated succinctly by the best-known British philosopher of this 
century, Bertrand Russell, in a little volume called The Problems of Philosophy, in 
which he says the following: 


FROM THE PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY 
BY BERTRAND RUSSELL? 


In daily life, we assume as certain many things which, on a closer scrutiny, are 
found to be so full of apparent contradictions that only a great amount of thought 
enables us to know what it is that we really may believe. In the search for certainty, 
it is natural to begin with our present experiences, and in some sense, no doubt, 
knowledge is to be derived from them. But any statement as to what it is that our 
immediate experiences make us know is very likely to be wrong. It seems to me 
that I am now sitting in a chair, at a table of a certain shape, on which I see sheets 
of paper with writing or print. By turning my head I see out of the window build- 
ings and clouds and the sun. I believe that the sun is about ninety-three million 
miles from the earth; that it is a hot globe many times bigger than the earth; that, 
owing to the earth’s rotation, it rises every morning, and will continue to do so for 
an indefinite time in the future. I believe that, if any other normal person comes into 
my room, he will see the same chairs and tables and books and papers as I see, and 
that the table which I see is the same as the table which I feel pressing against my 
arm. All this seems to be so evident as to be hardly worth stating, except in answer 


2Bertrand Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1912. 
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to a man who doubts whether | know anything. Yet all this may be reasonably 
doubted, and all of it requires much careful discussion before we can be sure that 
we have stated it in a form that is wholly true. 

To make our difficulties plain, let us concentrate attention on the table. To the 
eye it is oblong, brown and shiny, to the touch it is smooth and cool and hard; when 
I tap it, it gives out a wooden sound. Any one else who sees and feels and hears the 
table will agree with this description, so that it might seem as if no difficulty would 
arise; but as soon as we try to be more precise our troubles begin. Although I be- 
lieve that the table is “really” of the same colour all over, the parts that reflect the 
light look much brighter than the other parts, and some parts look white because of 
reflected light. I know that, if I move, the parts that reflect the light will be different, 
so that the apparent distribution of colours on the table will change. It follows that 
if several people are looking at the table at the same moment, no two of them will 
see exactly the same distribution of colours, because no two can see it from exactly 
the same point of view, and any change in the point of view makes some change in 
the way the light is reflected. 

For most practical purposes the differences are unimportant, but to the painter 
they are all-important: the painter has to unlearn the habit of thinking that things 
seem to have the colour which common sense says they “really” have, and to learn 
the habit of seeing things as they appear. Here we have already the beginning of one 
of the distinctions that cause most trouble in philosophy—the distinction between 
“appearance” and “reality,” between what things seem to be and what they are. The 
painter wants to know what things seem to be, the practical man and the philoso- 
pher want to know what they are; but the philosopher’s wish to know this is 
stronger than the practical man’s, and is more troubled by knowledge as to the 
difficulties of answering the question. 

To return to the table. It is evident from what we have found, that there is no 
colour which preeminently appears to be the colour of the table, or even of any one 
particular part of the table—it appears to be of different colours from different 
points of view, and there is no reason for regarding some of these as more really its 
colour than others. And we know that even from a given point of view the colour 
will seem different by artificial light, or to a colour-blind man, or to a man wearing 
blue spectacles, while in the dark there will be no colour at all, though to touch and 
hearing the table will be unchanged. This colour is not something which is inherent 
in the table, but something depending upon the table and the spectator and the way 
the light falls on the table. When, in ordinary life, we speak of the colour of the 
table, we only mean the sort of colour which it will seem to have to a normal spec- 
tator from an ordinary point of view under usual conditions of light. But the other 
colours which appear under other conditions have just as good a right to be consid- 
ered real; and therefore, to avoid favouritism, we are compelled to deny that, in it- 
self, the table has any one particular colour. 

The same thing applies to the texture. With the naked eye one can see the grain, 
but otherwise the table looks smooth and even. If we looked at it through a micro- 
scope, we should see roughnesses and hills and valleys, and all sorts of differences 
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that are imperceptible to the naked eye. Which of these is the “real” table? We are 
naturally tempted to say that what we see through the microscope is more real, but 
that in turn would be changed by a still more powerful microscope. If, then, we 
cannot trust what we see with the naked eye, why should we trust what we see 
through a microscope? Thus, again, the confidence in our sense with which we be- 
gan deserts us. 

The shape of the table is not better. We are all in the habit of judging as to the 
“real” shapes of things, and we do this so unreflectingly that we come to think we 
actually see the real shapes. But, in fact, as we all have to learn if we try to draw, a 
given thing looks different in shape from every different point of view. If our table 
is “really” rectangular, it will look, from almost all points of view, as if it had two 
acute angles and two obtuse angles. If opposite sides are parallel, they will look as 
if they converged to a point away from the spectator; if they are of equal length, 
they will look as if the nearer side were longer. All these things are not commonly 
noticed in looking at a table, because experience has taught us to construct the 
“real” shape from the apparent shape, and the “real” shape is what interests us as 
practical men. But the “real” shape is not what we see; it is something inferred from 
what we see. And what we see is constantly changing in shape as we move about 
the room; so that here again the senses seem not to give us the truth about the table 
itself, but only about the appearance of the table. 

Similar difficulties arise when we consider the sense 


The real table, of touch. It is true that the table always gives us a sen- 
; A 7 sation of hardness, and we feel that it resists pressure. 
if there is one, is But the sensation we obtain depends upon how hard 
not immediately we press the table and also upon what part of the body 
known to us at we press with; thus the various sensations due to vari- 
IL b b ous pressures or various parts of the body cannot be 
all, but must be supposed to reveal directly any definite property of the 
an inference from table, but at most to be signs of some property, which 
what is immedi- causes all the sensations, but is not actually apparent in 
any of them. And the same applies still more obviously 
at ely known. to the sounds which can be elicited by rapping the 
table. 


Thus it becomes evident that the real table, if there is one, is not the same as 
what we immediately experience by sight or touch or hearing. The real table, if 
there is one, is not immediately known to us at all, but must be an inference from 
what is immediately known. Hence, two very difficult questions at once arise; 
namely, (1) Is there a real table at all? (2) If so, what sort of object can it be? 


In these few pages, Russell succeeds in summarizing the problems that have domi- 
nated British philosophy since Locke’s original epistemological studies. But why say 
“British philosophy”? Why should this problem have been more serious there than on 
the continent of Europe, where most of the great metaphysicians were working? Why 
should it have had more impact on Locke and his followers than on Descartes, Spinoza, 
Leibniz, and their latter-day followers? Because of a single profound difference, which 
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has always created a general gap in understanding between British-American philoso- 
phy and European philosophy. Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz retained their faith in 
human reason’s ability to give us knowledge of reality, despite the fact that reality was 
beyond our every possible experience. Because of their confidence in the powers of rea- 
son, they are usually called rationalists. Because it happens that all three were Euro- 
peans (Descartes was French; Spinoza, Dutch; and Leibniz, German), they are often 
called continental rationalists. The movement developed by John Locke, on the other 
hand, is generally called empiricism, because of its insistence upon the data of experi- 
ence (or empirical data) as the source of all knowledge. (A datum [plural, data] is a bit 
of “given” information; modern empiricist philosophers sometimes talk of sense-data, 
that is, the information immediately given by the senses.) Also included in this group of 
empiricists are Bishop George Berkeley? and David Hume, whom we shall also meet 
in this chapter. Because they were all from Great Britain, they are often called British 
empiricists. (Berkeley was Irish; Hume, Scottish; Russell is generally considered a 
more contemporary member of this same movement.) 


+ What problem does Russell suggest lies at the heart of epis- 
temology? What problem does the “appearance/reality dis- 
tinction” pose? 

+ Is there a “problem of knowledge” ? What is it? 


Although epistemology received a renewed attention and a new kind of treatment in 
the era after Descartes, the rift between the claims of rationalists and those of empiricists 
was not new. The basics of the debate were laid out by Plato, in his dialogue Theatetus: 


FROM THEATETUS 
BY PLATO?* 


SOCRATES: But the question you were asked, Theatetus, was not, what are the ob- 
jects of knowledge, nor yet how many sorts of knowledge there are. We did not 
want to count them, but to find out what the thing itself—knowledge—is. . . . 
Perception, you say, is knowledge? 

THEATETUS: Yes. 

SOCRATES: The account you give of the nature of knowledge is not, by any means, 
to be despised. It is the same that was given by Protagoras, though he stated it in 
a somewhat different way. He says, you will remember, that “man is the measure 
of all things—alike of the being of things that are and of the not-being of things 
that are not.” No doubt you have read that. 

THEATETUs: Yes, often. 

socraTes: He puts it in this sort of way, doesn’t he, that any given thing is “is to 
me such as it appears to me and is to you such as it appears to you,” you and I 
being men? 


3Bishop Berkeley traveled to the United States. Berkeley, California, is named after him. 


4Plato, from Theatetus, trans. F. M. Cornford, reprinted in The Collected Dialogues of Plato, ed. Edith Hamil- 
ton and Huntington Cairnes, Bollingen Series, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980, p. 61 
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THEATETUs: Yes, that is how he puts it. 

SOCRATES: Well, what a wise man says is not likely to be nonsense. So let us follow 
his meaning. Sometimes, when the same wind is blowing, one of us feels chilly, 
the other does not, or one may feel slightly chilly, the other quite cold. 

THEATETUS: Certainly. 

SOCRATES: Well, in that case are we to say that the wind in itself is cold or not 
cold? Or shall we agree with Protagoras that it is cold to the one who feels chilly 
and not to the other? . . . [IJndeed the doctrine is a remarkable one. It declares 
that nothing is one thing just by itself, nor can you rightly call it by one definite 
name, nor even say it is of any definite sort. 


In this way, Socrates claims that the empiricist cannot have any knowledge at all. He de- 
fends the rationalist’s claim earlier in the dialogue: 


SOCRATES: You do not suppose a man can understand the name of a thing when he 
does not know what the thing is? 

THEATETUS: Certainly not. 

SOCRATES: Then, if he has no idea of knowledge, “knowledge about shoes” conveys 
nothing to him? 

THEATETUS: No. 

SOCRATES: “Cobblery” in fact, or the name of any other art has no meaning for any- 
one who has no conception of knowledge. 


Russell, like Theatetus, associates knowledge with perception, or “sense-data.” 
Thus, he had assumed that any notion of “substance” we might have must be derived 
from our perceptions. Socrates claimed that our varied perceptions can never give us a 
notion of substance. All we would be able to get out of a bunch of differing perceptions 
is a bunch of differing perceptions. Since we have a notion of substance, however, (in 
Russell's example, for instance, of a “table”) we must have gotten it from something 
other than our perceptions. Knowledge, concludes Socrates, must be something other 
than perception. The continental rationalists in a sense, agreed with Socrates on this 
point and claimed that the nonperceptual source of knowledge must be “reason” itself. 
The British empiricists went the other way, claiming that there simply wasn’t any other 
source of ideas other than perception. (“Perception” actually can mean both “sense- 
data” and “understanding.” We mean the first sense here.) 

So, how are we to know reality? By retaining confidence in our own powers of ab- 
stract reason? Or by appeal to experience, which carries with it the threat that we may 
never know reality beyond our experience at all? In the pages that follow, you will see 
one of the most vigorous and long-lasting dialogues in philosophy, not only between the 
rationalists and the empiricists but (as we saw in the juxtaposition of Spinoza and Leib- 
niz in Chapter 1) between various rationalists and empiricists as well. 

Is the choice between reason and experience a “false dilemma” (a kind of pseudo- 
question)? Among the issues in dispute are not only the emphasis and faith in reason 
versus experience but also the nature of reason and the nature of experience. What is an 
idea that can be known to be true by reasons alone—a “truth of reason”? How can we 
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infer from the nature of our private experience what the world “outside” is like? How do 
we even know that there is an “external” world? How is it possible to have “abstract” 
ideas, that is, ideas that are not simply based on the concrete particulars of experience, 
such as this dog, this table, that star over there to the left of the Big Dipper? How do we 
get the idea, for example, of “dog” in general, not this dog or that dog or big dog or lit- 
tle dog or Chihuahua or German Shepherd but just “dog,” which includes all of them? 

The question of substance comes up again and again; what is a substance? How do 
we know of substances? So does the notion of cause. Is an idea caused by an object of 
which it is the idea, or do we make the idea up, and so “cause” it ourselves? And, a more 
specific set of questions: What aspects of a thing are in it? What aspects of a thing are 
rather in us, that is, in the way we perceive it, in the mental apparatus that we use in our 
knowledge? But beneath the welter of questions and debates, there is a singular shared 
concern, All of the rationalists and empiricists are men of science who appreciate the 
advances of modern physics and its kindred disciplines, who think of knowledge as one 
of the highest human attributes, and who want to understand knowledge and its founda- 
tions as a way of justifying their faith in science. At the bottom of all of these disputes, 
in other words, is that basic admiration and concern for knowledge as such, as the ques- 
tion “How is this knowledge possible?” is itself an extension of that same admiration 
and concern. 


A. THE RATIONALIST’S CONFIDENCE: 
DESCARTES 


Let’s return to the philosopher who began the modern emphasis on methodology, 
René Descartes. We have already mentioned his “method of doubt,” but the goal of this 
method is not to defend the doubts but, quite to the contrary, to move from doubt to 
knowledge and certainty. Descartes’ doubt is intended only to separate what is doubtful 
from what is not, He never doubted, nor did his followers, that he would be able to find 
beliefs about reality. These beliefs would be “clear and distinct” and “perfectly certain.” 
(Spinoza refers to such ideas as “adequate ideas”; Leibniz calls them “truths of rea- 
son.”) Once Descartes had found even one such belief, he could use it as a premise from 
which he could deduce all of his other beliefs about reality. And none of this depends 
upon the data of experience; it is entirely a process of reason, of examining the clarity 
of his beliefs and the logical connections between them. 

Once again, it is important to remind ourselves that these problems and their some- 
times radical complications and solutions do not appear in a vacuum. Descartes lived in 
the time of Galileo, and Galileo’s new science is always in the background of Descartes’ 
method of doubt. In undermining the traditional science of Aristotle and the Middle Ages, 
Galileo raised the doubt that what we think that we see we might not really see at all. Col- 
ors, for example, seemed to be more in the minds of men and women than in the objects 
themselves. But if we could be mistaken about something so seemingly certain as the 
color of objects, Descartes reasons, could we not be mistaken about much else besides? 
Indeed, could we not be mistaken in our perceptions in general? For this reason Descartes 
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appeals to reason rather than to experience (although, as we shall see, he dangerously calls 
reason into question as well). We might also add that, although he was a devout Catholic, 
Descartes could not help but be affected by Martin Luther’s challenge to church author- 
ity the century before. Thus the insistence of resolving these doubts for oneself, instead 
of appealing to established authority, was very much a part of the radical temperament of 
the time. 

In six famous “meditations,” Descartes begins with the resolve to doubt everything 
that he believes, that is, until he can find a first premise that is beyond doubt, from 
which he can then argue for the truth of other beliefs, which he can then use as premises 
to prove more beliefs, and so on. In the first meditation, he states his method of doubt 
and begins to eliminate all of those beliefs about which he could possibly be mistaken. 
He doubts his senses; could they not mislead him, as they do in an optical illusion or a 
hallucination? He examines his belief in God; could it be that his Jesuit teachers had 
been fooling him? He even doubts the existence of the world; is it not conceivable that 
he is merely dreaming? Here is the first of the meditations. 


I was convinced FROM “MEDITATION 1 eee 
that T must BY RENE DESCARTES5 


build anew from 
h ndán OF THE THINGS WHICH MAY BE BROUGHT WITHIN 
the foundation. THE SPHERE OF THE DOUBTFUL 


It is now some years since I detected how many were the false beliefs that I had 
from my earliest youth admitted as true, and how doubtful was everything I had 
since constructed on this basis; and from that time I was convinced that I must once 
and for all seriously undertake to rid myself of all the opinions which I had for- 
merly accepted, and commence to build anew from the foundation, if I wanted to 
establish any firm and permanent structure in the sciences, 


In order to “build anew” his system of beliefs and eliminate his false beliefs, Descartes 
resolves to doubt everything that he believes. But this does not mean that he has to list 
every belief he has; that might take forever. Instead, it is necessary only for him to ex- 
amine those “first principles” upon which all of his other beliefs are based. 


Now for this object it is not necessary that I should show that all of these are 
false—lI shall perhaps never arrive at this end. But inasmuch as reason already per- 
suades me that I ought no less carefully to withhold my assent from matters which 
are not entirely certain and indubitable than from those which appear to me mani- 
festly to be false, if I am able to find in each one some reason to doubt, this will 
suffice to justify my rejecting the whole. And for that end it will not be requisite 

| that I should examine each in particular, which would be an endless undertaking; 

| for owing to the fact that the destruction of the foundations of necessity brings with 


SRené Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans. Elizabeth 
S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 
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it the downfall of the rest of the edifice, I shall only in the first place attack those 
principles upon which all my former opinions rested. 


The first set of principles to be doubted is that “commonsense” set of beliefs that relies 
upon the senses: seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling, and touching. Descartes argues that, 
despite our commonsense reliance on these, it is nevertheless possible that we could be 
deceived by our senses. 


All that up to the present time I have accepted as most true and certain I have 
learned either from the senses or through the senses; but it is sometimes proved to 
me that these senses are deceptive, and it is wiser not to trust entirely to any thing 
by which we have once been deceived. 

But it may be that although the senses sometimes deceive us concerning things 
which are hardly perceptible, or very far away, there are yet many others to be met 
with as to which we cannot reasonably have any doubt, although we recognise them 
by their means. For example, there is the fact that I am here, seated by the fire, at- 
tired in a dressing gown, having this paper in my hands and other similar matters. 
And how could I deny that these hands and this body are mine, were it not perhaps 
that I compare myself to certain persons, devoid of sense, whose cerebella are so 
troubled and clouded by the violent vapours of black bile, that they constantly as- 
sure us that they think they are kings when they are really quite poor, or that they 
are clothed in purple when they are really without covering, or who imagine that 
they have an earthenware head or are nothing but pumpkins or are made of glass. 
But they are mad, and I should not be any the less insane were I to follow examples 
so extravagant. 


Now Descartes makes one of his most famous philosophical moves: He wonders 
whether he could possibly be dreaming all of his experience; for in a dream, as we all 
know, it is possible that everything can still seem perfectly real, as if we were actually 
awake: 


At the same time I must remember that I am a man, and that consequently I am in 
the habit of sleeping, and in my dreams representing to myself the same things or 
sometimes even less probable things, than do those who are insane in their waking 
moments. How often has it happened to me that in the night I dreamt that I found 
myself in this particular place, that I was dressed and seated near the fire, whilst in 
reality I was lying undressed in bed! At this moment it does indeed seem to me that 
it is with eyes awake that I am looking at this paper; that this head which I move is 
not asleep, that it is deliberately and of set purpose that I extend my hand and per- 
ceive it; what happens in sleep does not appear so clear nor so distinct as does all 
this. But in thinking over this I remind myself that on many occasions I have in 
sleep been deceived by similar illusions, and in dwelling carefully on this reflection 
I see so manifestly that there are no certain indications by which we may clearly 
distinguish wakefulness from sleep that I am lost in astonishment. And my aston- 
ishment is such that it is almost capable of persuading me that I now dream. 
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Thus Descartes has brought himself to the point where he doubts the existence of the 
whole of nature, even the existence of his own body. After all, one can dream that one’s 
body has changed grotesquely, and on rare occasions it is even possible to dream that 
one leaves one’s body altogether. So isn’t it possible, according to this strict method of 
doubt, to wonder whether one does indeed have a body, just as it is possible to wonder 
how one knows of the existence of the “external world” in general? 

But there is one sphere of knowledge that would seem to be immune even to Des- 
cartes’ radical doubting—the principles of arithmetic and geometry: 


Arithmetic, Geometry and other sciences of that kind which only treat of things 
that are very simple and very general, without taking great trouble to ascertain 
whether they are actually existent or not, contain some measure of certainty and an 
element of the indubitable. For whether I am awake or asleep, two and three to- 
gether always form five, and the square can never have more than four sides, and it 
does not seem possible that truths so clear and apparent can be suspected of any fal- 
sity [or uncertainty]. 


But these can be doubted, too. To do so, Descartes turns his attention to God, his Cre- 
ator, and asks whether God might be able to deceive him, even about these apparently 
certain principles: 


Nevertheless I have long had fixed in my mind the belief that an all-powerful God 
existed by whom I have been created such as I am. But how do I know that He has 
not brought it to pass that there is no earth, no heaven, no extended body, no magni- 
tude, no place, and that nevertheless [I possess the perceptions of all these things 
and that] they seem to me to exist just exactly as I now see them? And, besides, as I 
sometimes imagine that others deceive themselves in the things which they think 
they know best, how do I know that I am not deceived every time that I add two and 
three, or count the sides of a square, or judge of things yet simpler, if anything sim- 
pler can be imagined? But possibly God has not desired that I should be thus de- 
ceived, for He is said to be supremely good. If, however, it is contrary to His 
goodness to have made me such that I constantly deceive myself, it would also ap- 
pear to be contrary to His goodness to permit me to be sometimes deceived, and 
nevertheless I cannot doubt that He does permit this. 


Descartes’ argument, which he will use again later in his Meditations, is that God is 
good and would not deceive him. But suppose, just suppose, that God did not exist? 


There may indeed be those who would prefer to deny the existence of a God so 
powerful, rather than believe that all other things are uncertain. But let us not op- 
pose them for the present, and grant that all that is here said of a God is a fable; 
nevertheless in whatever way they suppose that I have arrived at the state of being 
that I have reached—whether they attribute it to fate or to accident, or make out 
that it is by a continual succession of antecedents, or by some other method—since 
to err and deceive oneself is a defect, it is clear that the greater will be the probabil- 
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| ity of my being so imperfect as to deceive myself ever, as is the Author to whom 
they assign my origin the less powerful. To these reasons I have certainly nothing to 
reply, but at the end I feel constrained to confess that there is nothing in all that I 
formerly believed to be true, of which I cannot in some measure doubt, and that not 
merely through want of thought or through levity, but for reasons which are very 
powerful and maturely considered; so that henceforth I ought not the less carefully 
to refrain from giving credence to these opinions than to that which is manifestly 
false, if I desire to arrive at any certainty [in the sciences]. 


To bring his method to its extreme conclusion, Descartes now introduces a dras- 
tic supposition, namely, that not a good God but an evil genius, a malicious demon, is 
constantly deceiving him, even about those things of which he seems to be most certain: 


I shall then suppose, not that God who is supremely good and the fountain of truth, 
but some evil genius not less powerful than deceitful, has employed his whole ener- 
gies in deceiving me; I shall consider that the heavens, the earth, colours, figures, 
sound, and all other external things are nought but the illusions and dreams of 
which this genius has availed himself in order to lay traps for my credulity; I shall 
consider myself as having no hands, no eyes, no flesh, no blood, nor any senses, 
yet falsely believing myself to possess all these things; I shall remain obstinately 
attached to this idea, and if by this means it is not in my power to arrive at the 
knowledge of any truth, I may at least do what is in my power [i.e., suspend my 
judgment], and with firm purpose avoid giving credence to any false thing, or being 
imposed upon by this arch deceiver, however powerful and deceptive he may be. 
But this task is a laborious one, and insensibly a certain lassitude leads me into the 
course of my ordinary life. And just as a captive who in sleep enjoys an imaginary 
liberty, when he begins to suspect that this liberty is but a dream, fears to awaken, 
and conspires with these agreeable illusions that the deception may be prolonged, 
so insensibly of my own accord I fall back into my former opinions, and I dread 
awakening from this slumber, lest the laborious wakefulness which would follow 
the tranquility of this repose should have to be spent not in daylight, but in the ex- 
cessive darkness of the difficulties which have just been discussed. 


Descartes has taken his doubt as far as he can possibly go; he now doubts everything, 
until, that is, he finds the one principle that is beyond all doubt and perfectly certain. That 
principle is the fact of his own existence. That he cannot doubt, for if he doubts it, he still 
knows that he must exist to doubt. Thus, he can be certain of one thing, at least, that he 
himself exists. From this first principle, Descartes proceeds, through the “Meditations” 
that follow, to reestablish his confidence in other things he believes as well—the exis- 
tence of God, the existence of the “external world,” and the existence of his own body. 


+ Why does Descartes undertake his enterprise of “method- 
ological doubt”? What does he hope to get out of it? 

+ What does Descartes’ dream argument demonstrate? Why 
does he introduce the idea of an evil genius? What does the 
possibility of the evil genius allow us to doubt? 
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What according to Descartes is indubitable (beyond doubt)? 
How can we be certain of anything if we assume that we are 
being deceived? 


Many philosophers have challenged the extremity of Descartes’ method and have of- 
ten objected that once you begin to doubt things so thoroughly, you will never again be 
able to argue your way back to certainty. One way of making this objection is to ask, 
how can Descartes possibly get rid of an “evil genius” who is deceiving him about 
everything once he has introduced this possibility? Indeed, the supposition of an evil 
genius was so extreme that even Descartes, in the years that followed the publication 
and many disputes about his Meditations, insisted that no one should take his argument 
too seriously. But in the “Meditations” themselves he tried to show that we could indeed 
get rid of the evil genius. Having watched Descartes work his way into the depth of 
Plato’s cave, let us now watch him work his way out again. 


From “MEDITATION II” 
BY RENE DESCARTES® 


OF THE NATURE OF THE HUMAN MIND; AND THAT IT IS MORE 
EASILY KNOWN THAN THE BODY 


The Meditation of yesterday filled my mind with so many doubts that it is no longer 
in my power to forget them. And yet I do not see in what manner I can resolve 
them; and, just as if I had all of a sudden fallen into very deep water, I am so dis- 
concerted that I can neither make certain of setting my feet on the bottom, nor can I 
swim and so support myself on the surface. I shall nevertheless make an effort and 
follow anew the same path as that on which I yesterday entered, i.e. I shall proceed 
by setting aside all that in which the least doubt could be supposed to exist, just as 
if I had discovered that it was absolutely false; and I shall ever follow in this road 
until I have met with something which is certain, or at least, if I can do nothing 
else, until I have learned for certain that there is nothing in the world that is certain. 
Archimedes, in order that he might draw the terrestrial globe out of its place, and 
transport it elsewhere, demanded only that one point should be fixed and immov- 
able; in the same way I shall have the right to conceive high hopes if I am happy 
enough to discover one thing only which is certain and indubitable. 

I suppose, then, that all the things that I see are false; I persuade myself that 
nothing has ever existed of all that my fallacious memory represents to me. I con- 
sider that I possess no senses; I imagine that body, figure, extension, movement and 
place are but the fictions of my mind. What, then, can be esteemed as true? Perhaps 
nothing at all, unless that there is nothing in the world that is certain. 

But how can I know there is not something different from those things that I 
have just considered, of which one cannot have the slightest doubt? Is there not 


René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans: Elizabeth 
S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 


A. THE RATIONALIST’S CONFIDENCE: DESCARTES 201 


some God, or some other being by whatever name we call it, who puts these reflec- 
tions into my mind? That is not necessary, for is it not possible that I am capable of 
producing them myself? I myself, am I not at least something? But I have already 
denied that I had senses and body. Yet I hesitate, for what follows from that? Am I 
so dependent on body and senses that I cannot exist 
I am, l exist, is without these? But I was persuaded that there was 
; nothing in all the world, that there was no heaven, no 
n CCENN ily true earth, that there were no minds, nor any bodies; was I 
each time that I not then likewise persuaded that I did not exist? Not at 
pronounce it, or all; of a surety I myself did exist since I persuaded my- 
that I menta lly self of something [or merely because I thought of 
Fe something]. But there is some deceiver or other, very 
conceive it. powerful and very cunning, who ever employs his in- 
genuity in deceiving me. Then without doubt I exist 
also if he deceives me, and let him deceive me as much as he will, he can never 
cause me to be nothing so long as I think that I am something. So that after having 
reflected well and carefully examined all things, we must come to the definite con- 
clusion that this proposition: I am, I exist, is necessarily true each time that I pro- 
nounce it, or that I mentally conceive it. 


Here it is, the one, certain truth that Descartes needs to start his argument. The more fa- 
mous formulation of this truth, cogito, ergo sum, “I think, therefore I am,” occurs in his 
earlier Discourse on Method (1637). (It may be worth pointing out that a similar argu- 
ment appears in St. Augustine, more than one thousand years earlier.) 

But now that Descartes knows that he exists, what is he? His answer: “a thing which 
thinks.” 


But I do not yet know clearly enough what I am, I who am certain that I am; and 
hence I must be careful to see that I do not imprudently take some other object in 
place of myself, and thus that I do not go astray in respect of this knowledge that I 
hold to be the most certain and most evident of all that I have formerly learned. 
That is why I shall now consider anew what I believed myself to be before I em- 
barked upon these last reflections; and of my former opinions I shall withdraw all 
that might even in a small degree be invalidated by the reasons which I have just 
brought forward, in order that there may be nothing at all left beyond what is ab- 
solutely certain and indubitable. 

What then did I formerly believe myself to be? Undoubtedly I believed myself to 
be a man. But what is a man? Shall I say a reasonable animal? Certainly not; for 
then I should have to inquire what an animal is, and what is reasonable; and thus 
from a single question I should insensibly fall into an infinitude of others more 
difficult; and I should not wish to waste the little time and leisure remaining to me 
in trying to unravel subtleties like these. But I shall rather stop here to consider the 
thoughts which of themselves spring up in my mind, and which were not inspired 
by anything beyond my own nature alone when I applied myself to the considera- 
tion of my being. In the first place, then, I considered myself as having a face, 
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hands, arms, and all that system of members composed of bones and flesh as seen 
in a corpse which I designated by the name of body. In addition to this I considered 
that I was nourished, that I walked, that I felt, and that I thought, and I referred all 
these actions to the soul: but I did not stop to consider what the soul was, or if I did 
stop, I imagined that it was something extremely rare and subtle like a wind, a 
flame, or an ether, which was spread throughout my grosser parts. As to body I had 
no manner of doubt about its nature, but thought I had a very clear knowledge of it; 
and if I had desired to explain it according to the notions that I had then formed of 
it, I should have described it thus: By the body I understand all that which can be 
defined by a certain figure: something which can be confined in a certain place, and 
which can fill a given space in such a way that every other body will be excluded 
from it; which can be perceived either by touch, or by sight, or by hearing, or by 
taste, or by smell: which can be moved in many ways not, in truth, by itself, but by 
something which is foreign to it, by which it is touched [and from which it receives 
impressions]: for to have the power of self-movement, as also of feeling or of think- 
ing, I did not consider to appertain to the nature of body: on the contrary, I was 
rather astonished to find that faculties similar to them existed in some bodies. 

But what am I, now that I suppose that there is a certain genius which is ex- 
tremely powerful, and, if I may say so, malicious, who employs all his power in de- 
ceiving me? Can I affirm that I possess the least of all those things which I have just 
said pertain to the nature of body? I pause to consider, I revolve all these things in 
my mind, and I find none of which I can say that it pertains to me. It would be te- 
dious to stop to enumerate them. Let us pass to the attributes of soul and see if there 
is any one which is in me? What of nutrition or walking [the first mentioned]? But 
if it is so that I have no body it is also true that I can neither walk nor take nourish- 
ment. Another attribute is sensation. But one cannot feel without body, and besides 
I have thought I perceived many things during sleep that I recognized in my waking 
moments as not having been experienced at all. What of thinking? I find here that 
thought is an attribute that belongs to me; it alone cannot be separated from me. I 
am, I exist, that is certain. But how often? Just when I think; for it might possibly 
be the case if I ceased entirely to think, that I should likewise cease altogether to 
exist. I do not now admit anything which is not necessarily true: to speak accurately 
I am not more than a thing which thinks, that is to say a mind or a soul, or an un- 
derstanding, or a reason, which are terms whose significance was formerly un- 
known to me. I am, however, a real thing and really exist; but what thing? I have 
answered: a thing which thinks, . . . What is a thing which thinks? It is a thing 
which doubts, understands, [conceives], affirms, denies, wills, refuses, which also 
imagines and feels. 


In other words, Descartes cannot know for certain that he has a body, much less a 
particular kind of body, since the evil genius could fool him about that. The only thing 
that the evil genius could not possibly fool him about is his own thinking, and therefore, 
the “T” that he knows to exist can only be a thinking “I.” not a person or a man in the 
more usual sense. Later on, this will cause Descartes to raise a gigantic problem, 
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namely, how to explain the connection between this thinking self and the body with 
which it is associated. But for now, we are more interested in the way he will use his 
discovery of a single, certain truth. (His discussion of the “mind-body” connection oc- 
curs in “Meditation V1,” which we shall discuss in Chapter 6, pp. 387-392.) 

Descartes has his premise, the fact of his own existence as a “thinking thing.” What 
must follow, then, is the use of this premise in an argument that will “prove” the beliefs 
he began by doubting: the existence of his own body, the existence of the “external” 
world, and the existence of God. Finally, he must somehow get rid of his tentative sup- 
position of the evil demon. But first, he raises once again the old metaphysical question 
of substance. In a famous example from “Meditation IT” he argues: 


Let us begin by considering the commonest matters, those which we believe to be 
the most distinctly comprehended, to wit, the bodies which we touch and see; not 
indeed bodies in general, for these general ideas are usually a little more confused, 
but let us consider one body in particular. Let us take, for example, this piece of 
wax: it has been taken quite freshly from the hive, and it has not yet lost the sweet- 
ness of the odour of the honey which it contains; it still retains somewhat of the 
odour of the flowers from which it has been culled; its colour, its figure, its size are 
apparent; it is hard, cold, easily handled, and if you strike it with the finger, it will 
emit a sound. Finally all the things which are requisite to cause us distinctly to rec- 
ognize a body, are met with in it. But notice that while I speak and approach the fire 
what remained of the taste is exhaled, the smell evaporates, the colour alters, the 
figure is destroyed, the size increases, it becomes liquid, it heats, scarcely can one 
handle it, and when one strikes it, no sound is emitted. Does the same wax remain 
after this change? We must confess that it remains; none would judge otherwise. 
What then did I know so distinctly in this piece of wax? It could certainly be noth- 
ing of all that the senses brought to my notice, since all these things which fall un- 
der taste, smell, sight, touch and hearing, are found to be changed, and yet the same 
wax remains. 

Perhaps it was what I now think, viz. that this wax was not that sweetness of 
honey, nor that agreeable scent of flowers, nor that particular whiteness, nor that 
figure, nor that sound, but simply a body which a little while before appeared to me 
as perceptible under these forms, and which is now perceptible under others. But 
what, precisely, is it that I imagine when I form such conceptions? Let us 
attentively consider this, and, abstracting from all that does not belong to the wax, 
let us see what remains. Certainly nothing remains excepting a certain extended 
thing which is flexible and movable. But what is the meaning of flexible and mov- 
able? Is it not that I imagine that this piece of wax being round is capable of be- 
coming square and of passing from a square to a triangular figure? No, certainly it 
is not that, since I imagine it admits of an infinitude of similar changes, and I never- 
theless do not know how to compass the infinitude of my imagination, and conse- 
quently this conception which I have of the wax is not brought about by the faculty 
of imagination, What now is this extension? Is it not also unknown? For it becomes 
greater when the wax is melted, greater when it is boiled, and greater still when the 
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heat increases; and I should not conceive [clearly] according to truth what wax is, if 
I did not think that even this piece that we are considering is capable of receiving 
more variations in extension than I have ever imagined. We must then grant that I 
could not even understand through the imagination what this piece of wax is, and 
that it is my mind alone which perceives it. I say this piece of wax in particular, for 
as to wax in general it is yet clearer. But what is this piece of wax which cannot be 
understood excepting by the [understanding or] mind? It is certainly the same that I 
see, touch, imagine, and finally it is the same which I have always believed it to be 
from the beginning. But what must particularly be observed is that its perception is 
neither an act of vision, nor of touch, nor of imagination, and has never been such 
although it may have appeared formerly to be so, but only an intuition of the mind, 
which may be imperfect and confused as it was formerly, or clear and distinct as it 
is at present, according as my attention is more or less directed to the elements 
which are found in it, and of which it is composed. 


This “intuition of mind” is the key to all rationalist thinking. Intuition is where the 
rationalist obtains his premises, from which he argues to all other conclusions. The dif- 
ference between the rationalist and the empiricist, at least in what they say that they are 
doing, is the rationalist’s heavy reliance on nonempirical intuition. Both would agree on 
the legitimacy of the deductions that follow; it is the source of the premises that is in 
dispute. And intuition, according to the rationalists, has its source in reason alone. (No- 
tice that “reason” refers not only to the activity of reasoning but to unreasoned intu- 
itions and insights as well.) Accordingly it is this source of intuition that will be the 
center of the dispute rather than the actual arguments that Descartes then uses to 
“prove” his other beliefs. The strategy of Descartes’ argument is as follows. First, there 
is the premise, which you have seen: 


I exist (as a thinking thing). 


Then (in “Meditation III”), Descartes uses this premise to prove the existence of God. 
This is the second key move in the argument. (The first is the establishment of the prem- 
ise, “I exist.”) The argument itself is a version of two arguments called “the cosmologi- 
cal argument” and “the ontological argument for God’s existence.” We discussed them 
in detail in Chapter 2 (“Religion”), but the basic logic of both arguments is this: If a 
finite, dependent, and merely contingent being like myself can even think of an infinite, 
independent, and necessary being, then such a being must exist. The details of these ar- 
guments, however, are not so much the concern of epistemology or the theory of knowl- 
edge as they are of the special logical considerations necessary when talking about the 
Supreme Being. For now, therefore, let us simply grant Descartes his second step, with 
the promissory note that the proofs will be explained in the later chapter on the philos- 
ophy of religion. So, we haye 


l exist (as a thinking thing). (premise) 
God exists (because I could not exist without Him). 


Now we can say that, by His very nature (another intuition), God is good, in fact, per- 
fectly good. So, as Descartes says in “Meditation VI,” 
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PROM “MEDITATION VI” 
By RENE DESCARTES’ 


Since He has given me a very strong inclination to believe that these ideas (of trees, 
houses, etc.) arise from corporeal objects, I do not see how he could be vindicated 

| from the charge of deceit, if in truth they proceeded from any other source, or were 
produced by other causes than corporeal things? (For example, by the evil demon, 
or in dreams.) 


Therefore, 


We cannot be deceived [whether by the evil demon or whatever else]. . . . I cannot 
doubt but that there is in me a certain passive faculty of perception, that is, of re- 
ceiving and taking knowledge of the ideas of sensible things; but this would be use- 
less to me, if there did not also exist in me, or in some other thing, another active 
faculty capable of forming and producing those ideas. But this active faculty cannot 
be in me [in as far as I am but a thinking thing], seeing that it does not presuppose 
thought, and also that those ideas are frequently produced in my mind without my 
contributing to it in any way, and even frequently contrary to my will. This faculty 
must therefore exist in some substance different from me, in which all the objective 
reality of the ideas that are produced by this faculty is contained formally or emi- 
nently, as I before remarked: and this substance is either a body, that is to say, a cor- 
poreal nature in which is contained formally [and in effect] all that is objectively 
[and by representation] in those ideas; or it is God himself, or some other creature, 
of a rank superior to body, in which the same is contained eminently. But as God is 
no deceiver, it is manifest that he does not of himself and immediately communi- 
cate those ideas to me, nor even by the intervention of any creature in which their 
objective reality is not formally, but only eminently, contained. For as he has given 
me no faculty whereby I can discover this to be the case, but, on the contrary, a very 
strong inclination to believe that those ideas arise from corporeal objects, I do not 
see how he could be vindicated from the charge of deceit, if in truth they proceeded 
from any other source, or were produced by other causes than corporeal things: and 
accordingly it must be concluded, that corporeal objects exist. Nevertheless they are 
not perhaps exactly such as we perceive by the senses, for their comprehension by 
the senses is, in many instances, very obscure and confused; but it is at least neces- 
sary to admit that all which I clearly and distinctly conceive as in them, that is, gen- 
erally speaking, all that is comprehended in the object of speculative geometry, 
really exists external to me. 


The argument is not convincing, as Descartes’ critics were quick to point out. Where 
does Descartes get his confidence in reason to begin with, such that he feels confident 
in his own abilities to prove God’s existence? Descartes’ answer is that we get that 


7René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans. Elizabeth 
S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 
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confidence from God Himself. But with this answer he has begged the question; that is, 
he has presumed the existence of God in order to get the confidence with which he then 
proves God’s existence. (This circularity of argument is often called “the Cartesian Cir- 
cle”) Another way of criticizing the same strategy is to say that, having once introduced 
the evil demon, Descartes has no way of getting rid of him, since that supposition un- 
dermines his confidence in his own reason just as thoroughly as his confidence in God 
bolsters it. 


e Why is Descartes considered a “rationalist”? What does 
this designation mean? 
+ What is the “Cartesian Circle”? Why is it a problem? 


Our primary concern, however, is with Descartes’ claim that certain beliefs are self- 
evident or “clear and distinct” on the basis of intuition and reason alone. These are be- 
liefs that we don’t have to learn—in fact, couldn’t learn—from experience. It is not just 
Descartes’ “I exist” premise that is such a belief; all of the rules of inference, which he 
uses in his arguments, are also beliefs of this kind. Ultimately, his confidence in reason 
itself is one, too. But how does one defend these beliefs, for not every philosopher 
agrees with them. In particular, John Locke, in his disillusionment with metaphysics, 
begins his philosophy with an assault on the very idea of knowledge that is independent 
of experience. Thus he begins with an attack on the heart of the rationalist methodology. 


B. INNATE IDEAS CONCERNING HUMAN 
UNDERSTANDING: JOHN LOCKE 


Regarding metaphysics, John Locke is reported to have commented to a friend, “you 
and I have had enough of this kind of fiddling.” Against the sometimes fantastic claims 
of the metaphysicians, Locke sought a restoration of common sense. Just as Aristotle 
had acted as a critic of Plato’s extravagant two-worlds view, Locke acted as a corrective 
to the metaphysical enthusiasm of the medieval and modern worlds. He accepted Des- 
cartes’ method of tentative skepticism, but he questioned his French predecessor's urge 
to metaphysics as well as his confidence in the insights of pure reason. He rejected the 
unsupportable “intuitions” that provided Descartes with his rules and his premises, and 
he turned instead to the data of experience as the ultimate source of all knowledge. He 
therefore rejected Descartes’ exclusively deductive method and supplanted it with a 
method appropriate to generalizations from experience, or induction. In inductive rea- 
soning, the conclusion always goes beyond the premises and therefore, unlike deduc- 
tions, is always less certain than they are. (For example, from the observed fact that all 
the philosophy professors that you have met have been absent-minded [the premise] 
you conclude by inductive generalization that all philosophy professors are probably 


‘British empiricism traditionally has considered itself the defender of “common sense” against the excesses 
of metaphysics. This was even true of Berkeley and Hume, who reached conclusions more outrageous than 
any metaphysician. It is also true of Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore in the twentieth century. 
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absent-minded.) Accordingly, Locke also modified Descartes’ demand for “perfect cer- 
tainty” and allowed for probability and “degrees of assent.” But it must not be thought 
that Locke therefore rejected reason as such. He still accepted the certainty of mathe- 
matical reasoning and the validity of deductive inferences; but he also expanded the 
concept of rationality to include inductive reasoning and probability as well as deduc- 
tion and certainty. 


¢ What is induction? (You can refer back to pages 26-28.) 
Give an example of inductive reasoning. How does induc- 
tion differ from deduction? 


Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689) is built on a single 
premise, namely, that all our knowledge comes from experience. This means, in his 
view, that there cannot possibly be ideas that are prior to experience, ideas that are 
“born into us,” as suggested so vividly by Plato. In other words, Locke refuses to accept 
the notion of innate ideas, by which he means not only those ideas that are literally 
“born into us” but all ideas that are derived without appeal to experience. This includes, 
in his opinion, Descartes’ “clear and distinct ideas,” Spinoza’s “adequate ideas” and 
Leibniz’s “truths of reason.” 


FROM AN ESSAY CONCERNING HUMAN UNDERSTANDING 
BY JOHN LOCKE? 


1. The way shown how we come by any knowledge, sufficient to prove it not 
innate.—It is an established opinion among some men, that there are in the un- 
derstanding certain innate principles; some primary notions, Kowal ÉVVOLOL, 
characters, as it were, stamped upon the mind of man which the soul receives in 
its very first being, and brings into the world with it. It would be sufficient to 
convince unprejudiced readers of the falseness of this supposition, if I should 
only show (as I hope I shall in the following parts of this discourse) how men, 
barely by the use of their natural faculties, may attain to all the knowledge they 
have, without the help of any innate impressions, and may arrive at certainty, 
without any such original notions or principles. . . . 

2. General Assent the great Argument.—There is nothing more commonly taken 
for granted, than that there are certain principles, both speculative and practical 
(for they speak of both), universally agreed upon by all mankind, which there- 
fore, they argue, must needs be constant impressions which the souls of men re- 
ceive in their first beings, and which they bring into the world with them, as 
necessarily and really as they do any of their inherent faculties. 

3. Universal Consent proves nothing innate.—This argument, drawn from univer- 
sal consent, has this misfortune in it, that if it were true in matter of fact that 
there were certain truths wherein all mankind agreed, it would not prove them 
innate, if there can be any other way shown how men may come to that universal 
agreement in the things they do consent in, which I presume may be done. 


John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. A. C. Fraser, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894. 
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4. “What is, is,” and “it is impossible for the same Thing to be and not to be,” not 
universally assented to.—But, which is worse, this argument of universal con- 
sent, which is made use of to prove innate principles, seems to me a demonstra- 
tion that there are none such; because there are none to which all mankind give 
an universal assent. I shall begin with the speculative, and instance in those 
magnified principles of demonstration, “Whatsoever is, is” and “It is impossible 
for the same thing to be, and not to be”; which, of all others, I think, have the 
most allowed title to innate. These have so settled a reputation of maxims uni- 
versally received that it will no doubt be thought strange if anyone should seem 
to question it. But yet I take liberty to say that these propositions are so far from 
having an universal assent that there are a great part of mankind to whom they 
are not so much as known. 

5. Not on the Mind naturally imprinted, because not known to Children, Idiots, 
&c.—For, first, it is evident that all children and idiots have not the least 
apprehension or thought of them; and the want of that is enough to destroy that 
universal assent which must needs be the necessary concomitant of all innate 
truths: it seeming to me near a contradiction to say that there are truths imprinted 
on the soul which it perceives or understands not; imprinting, if it signify any- 

thing, being nothing else but the making certain truths 

No p roposition can to be perceived. For to imprint anything on the mind 

he sind to he tie the without the mind’s perceiving it, seems to me hardly 

intelligible. If therefore children and idiots have souls, 
mind which it have minds, with those impressions upon them, they 
never yet knew, must unavoidably perceive them, and necessarily know 
Rok ies and assent to these truths; which since they do not, it is 
which it was never evident that there are no such impressions. For if they 
yet conscious of. are not notions naturally imprinted, how can they be 
innate, and if they are notions imprinted, how can they 
be unknown? To say a notion is imprinted on the mind, and yet at the same time 
to say that the mind is ignorant of it, and never yet took notice of it, is to make this 
impression nothing. No proposition can be said to be in the mind which it never 
yet knew, which it was never yet conscious of. 


The argument is straightforward; there is, in fact, no universal agreement regarding 
supposedly “innate” principles, and even if there were, that would not prove their “in- 
nateness.” Rather, he argues: 


Let us suppose the mind to be, as we say, a blank tablet (tabula rasa) of white paper, 
void of all characters, without any ideas; how comes it to be furnished? Whence 
comes it by that vast store, which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted 
on it with almost endless variety? Whence has it all the materials of reason and 
knowledge? To this I answer in one word, from experience: in that all our knowl- 

| edge is founded, and from that it ultimately derives itself. 


@ What does Locke mean when he says that the mind is like a 
blank tablet (tabula rasa) of white paper? What is he argu- 


ing against? 
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It is this premise that Locke is concerned to defend and use, and his attack on innate 
ideas is by way of introduction. But Locke fails to prove that the human mind does not 
have inborn potentials and limitations, and more importantly, he fails to recognize that 
inference from experience might itself require principles that are not drawn from expe- 
rience. In fact, Leibniz, one of the chief targets of Locke’s attack, was not long in pro- 
viding what we might call “the rationalist’s reply.” Turning Locke against himself, 
Leibniz argued that, by his own principles, he could not attack the concept of innate 
ideas. 


FROM NEW ESSAYS ON HUMAN UNDERSTANDING 
By GOTTFRIED WILHELM VON LEIBNIZ!’ 


The question at issue is whether the soul in itself is entirely empty, like the tablet 
upon which nothing has yet been written (tabula rasa), as is the view of Aristotle 
and the author of the Essay (Locke), and whether all that is traced on it comes 
solely from the senses and from experience; or whether the soul contains originally 
the principles of various notions and doctrines which external objects merely 
awaken from time to time, as I believe, with Plato and even with the Schoolmen, 
and with all those who take in this sense the passage of St. Paul (Romans, 2:15) 
where he remarks that the law of God is written in the heart. . . . From this there 
arises another question, whether all truths depend on experience, that is to say, on 
induction and examples, or whether there are some that have some other basis. For 
if some events can be foreseen before any trial has been made of them, it is clear 
that we must here contribute something of our own. The senses, although necessary 
for all our actual knowledge, are not sufficient to give us the whole of it, since the 
senses never give anything except examples, that is to say, particular or individual 
truths. All examples which confirm a general truth, however numerous they may be, 
are not enough to establish the universal necessity of this same truth; for it does not 
follow that what has happened will happen again in the same way. 
eee 

It would seem that necessary truths, such as are found in pure mathematics, and 
especially in arithmetic and in geometry, must have principles the proof of which 
does not depend on examples, nor, consequently, on the testimony of the senses, al- 
though without the senses it would never have occurred to us to think of them.This 
ought to be well recognised; Euclid has so well understood it that he often demon- 
strates by reason what is obvious enough through experience and by sensible im- 
ages. Logic also, together with metaphysics and ethics, one of which forms natural 
theology and the other natural jurisprudence, are full of such truths; and conse- 
quently their proof can only come from internal principles, which are called innate. 
It is true that we must not imagine that these eternal laws of the reason can be read 
in the soul as in an open book, as the edict of the praetor can be read in his album 


10“Leibniz’s Rebuttal,” from New Essays on Human Understanding, by Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, trans. 
A. G. Langley. Reprinted by permission of Open Court Publishing Company, a division of Carus Publishing 
Company, Peru, IL. Copyright © 1949 by Open Court Publishing. 
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without difficulty or research; but it is enough that they can be discovered in us by 
dint of attention, for which opportunities are given by the senses. The success of ex- 
periments serves also as confirmation of the reason, very much as proofs serve in 
arithmetic for better avoiding error of reckoning when the reasoning is long. 
oe 

It seems that our able author claims that there is nothing potential in us and 
nothing even of which we are not at any time actually conscious; but he cannot 
mean this strictly, or his opinion would be too paradoxical; for acquired habits and 
the contents of our memory are not always consciously perceived and do not even 
always come to our aid at need, although we often easily bring them back to mind 
on some slight occasion which makes us remember them, just as we need only the 
beginning of a song to remember the song. Also he modifies his assertion in other 
places by saying that there is nothing in us of which we have not been at least for- 
merly conscious. But besides the fact that no one can be sure by reason alone how 
far our past apperceptions, which we may have forgotten, may have gone, espe- 
cially in view of the Platonic doctrine of reminiscence, which, mythical as it is, is 
not, in part at least, incompatible with bare reason; in addition to this, I say, why is 
it necessary that everything should be acquired by us through the perceptions of ex- 
ternal things, and that nothing can be unearthed in ourselves? Is our soul, then, such 
a blank that, besides the images borrowed from without, it is nothing? . . . [T]here 
are a thousand indications that lead us to think that there are at every moment num- 
berless perceptions in us, but without apperception and without reflections; that is 
to say, changes in the soul itself of which we are not conscious, because the impres- 
sions are either to slight and too numerous, or too even, so that they have nothing 
sufficient to distinguish them one from the other; but, joined to others, they do not 
fail to produce their effect and to make themselves felt at least confusedly in the 
mass. 


+ How does Locke refute the notion that “whatsoever is, is” 
and “It is impossible for the same thing to be, and not to be” 
are innate ideas? What kind of truths does Leibniz cite as in- 
nate in rebuttal? 


Locke himself did not continue the debate; he was already convinced of his position 
and had more urgent problems to worry about (the political chaos in London following 
the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688). But the debate continued in different forms. The 
rise of anthropology in the nineteenth century, with the discoveries of societies whose 
basic ideas were radically different from our own, seemed to support Locke's claim that 
no one will believe in innate universal principles if they “ever look beyond the smoke of 
their own chimneys.” But in the nineteenth century a great many philosophers still ar- 
gued for the existence of universal principles not learned through experience. (Im- 
manuel Kant did this in a very powerful set of arguments that we will view in the next 
several chapters.) In the early twentieth century, opinion was in general accord with 
Locke, but recently it has taken another swing back to Leibniz, this time, ironically, 
supported by anthropology. A major movement in the social sciences, usually called 
structuralism (whose main proponent is Claude Lévi-Strauss in France), has argued that 
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underneath the many superficial differences between very different societies there are 
certain basic “structures” that are universal and innate. In America, the notion of innate 
ideas has appeared once again in the work of the well-known linguist Noam Chomsky. 
According to Chomsky, certain capacities for language are built into us from birth, and 
this allows him to explain not only the similarities of human thinking (which was the 
view that Locke attacked) but also the enormous capacity for learning different lan- 
guages quickly. (The average three-year-old learns a language in six months.) The 
Locke-Leibniz debate is still very much alive. 


C. THE EMPIRICIST THEORY 
OF KNOWLEDGE 


The tabula rasa or “blank tablet” view of the mind is Locke’s most famous epistemolog- 
ical concept. Leaving aside those special concerns that involve only “the relations be- 
tween ideas” (as in mathematics, logic, and trivial conceptual truths such as “a horse is 
an animal”), all of our ideas are derived from experience. Epistemology (and philoso- 
phy in general) now became a kind of psychology (indeed, the two disciplines were not 
yet distinguished), a study of the history of our common experiences in order to dis- 
cover where we get our ideas, particularly such ideas as substance, God, and our various 
conceptions of reality. In his theory, Locke uses three familiar terms: sensation (or what 
more modern empiricists call sense-data), ideas (not in the Platonic sense but simply 
“the immediate object of perception, thought, or understanding”), and quality (or what 
we have so far been calling property, for example, being red, being round, being heavy). 


FROM AN ESSAY CONCERNING HUMAN UNDERSTANDING 
BY JOHN LOCKE!!! 


1. Concerning the simple ideas of Sensation, it is to be considered—that whatso- 
ever is so constituted in nature as to be able, by affecting our senses, to cause 
any perception in the mind, doth thereby produce in the understanding a simple 
idea; which, whatever be the external cause of it, when it comes to be taken no- 
tice of by our discerning faculty, it is by the mind looked on and considered 
there to be a real positive idea in the understanding, as much as any other what- 
soever; though, perhaps, the cause of it be but a privation of the subject. 

2. Thus the ideas of heat and cold, light and darkness, white and black, motion and 
rest, are equally clear and positive ideas in the mind; though perhaps, some of 
the causes which produce them are barely privations, in those subjects from 
whence our senses derive those ideas. These the understanding, in its view of 
them, considers all as distinct positive ideas, without taking notice of the causes 


1John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. A. C. Fraser, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894. 
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that produce them: which is an inquiry not belonging to the idea, as it is in the 
understanding, but to the nature of the things existing without us. These are two 
very different things, and carefully to be distinguished; it being one thing to per- 
ceive and know the idea of white or black, and quite another to examine what 
kind of particles they must be, and how ranged in the superficies, to make any 
object appear white or black. 

eee 

7. To discover the nature of our ideas the better, and to discourse of them intel- 
ligibly, it will be convenient to distinguish them as they are ideas or perceptions 
in our minds; and as they are modifications of matter in the bodies that cause 
such perceptions in us: that so we may not think (as perhaps usually is done) 
that they are exactly the images and resemblances of something inherent in the 
subject; most of those of sensation being in the mind no more the likeness of 
something existing without us, than the names that stand for them are the like- 
ness of our ideas, which yet upon hearing they are apt to excite in us. 

8. Whatsoever the mind perceives in itself, or is the immediate object of perception, 
thought, or understanding, that I call idea; and the power to produce any idea in 
our mind, I call quality of the subject wherein that power is. Thus a snowball 
having the power to produce in us the ideas of white, cold, and round—the 
power to produce those ideas in us, as they are in the snowball, I call qualities; 
and as they are sensations or perceptions in our understanding, I call them ideas; 
which ideas, if I speak of sometimes as in the things themselves, I should be un- 
derstood to mean those qualities in the objects which produce them in us. 


Notice that the basis of Locke’s theory is the “commonsense” distinction between 
physical objects in the world and sensations and ideas in our minds. Accordingly, we 
may talk of the qualities or properties inherent in the objects in the world, such as size 
and shape, and the qualities or properties they merely appear to have, such as color or 
texture, but they do not exist independently of the objects’ effects on our sense organs. 
Locke refers to those properties of the objects themselves as primary qualities; he 
calls those “properties” of the objects, which we merely see them as having, secondary 
qualities. 


| PRIMARY QUALITIES: 


Qualities thus considered in bodies are, First, such as are utterly inseparable from 
the body, in what state soever it be; and such as in all the alterations and changes it 
suffers, all the force can be used upon it, it constantly keeps; and such as sense con- 
stantly finds in every particle of matter which has bulk enough to be perceived; and 
the mind finds inseparable from every particle of matter, though less than to make 
itself singly be perceived by our senses: e.g. Take a grain of wheat, divide it into 
two parts; each part has still solidity, extension, figure, and mobility: divide it again, 
and it retains still the same qualities; and so divide it on, till the parts become insen- 
sible; they must retain still each of them all those qualities. For division (which is 
all that a mill, or pestle, or any other body, does upon another, in reducing it to in- 
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sensible parts) can never take away either solidity, extension, figure, or mobility 
from any body, but only makes two or more distinct separate masses of matter, of 
that which was but one before; all which distinct masses, reckoned as so many dis- 
tinct bodies; after division, make a certain number. These I call original or primary 
qualities of body, which I think we may observe to produce simple ideas in us, viz. 
solidity, extension, figure, motion or rest, and number. 

..+» 


SECONDARY QUALITIES: 


Secondly, such qualities which in truth are nothing in the objects themselves but 
powers to produce various sensations in us by their primary qualities, i.e., by the 
bulk, figure, texture, and motion of their insensible parts, as colours, sounds, tastes, 
&c. These I call secondary qualities. To these might be added a third sort, which 
are allowed to be barely powers; though they are as much real qualities in the sub- 
ject as those which I, to comply with the common way of speaking, call qualities, 
but for distinction, secondary qualities. For the power in fire to produce a new 
colour, or consistency, in wax or clay—by its primary qualities, is as much a qual- 
ity in fire, as the power it has to produce in me a new idea or sensation of warmth or 
burning, which I felt not before—by the same primary qualities, viz. the bulk, tex- 
ture, and motion of its insensible parts. 


The question, then, is how physical objects cause us to have sensations and ideas. 
Locke’s answer (which, like his theory as a whole, is very strongly influenced by the 
physical theories of his contemporary Isaac Newton) is, by impulse. This might not 
seem illuminating until you try to think of the Newtonian theory of force as a product of 
particles and masses in motion. It is on this model that Locke develops what is now 
called his “Causal Theory of Perception.” First, for the primary qualities: 


If then external objects be not united to our minds when they produce ideas therein; 
and yet we perceive these original qualities in such of them as singly fall under our 
senses, it is evident that some motion must be thence continued by our nerves, or 
animal spirits, by some parts of our bodies, to the brains or the seat of sensation, 
there to produce in our minds the particular ideas we have of them. And since the 
extension, figure, number, and motion of bodies of an observable bigness, may be 
perceived at a distance by the sight, it is evident some singly imperceptible bodies 
must come from them to the eyes, and thereby convey to the brain some motion; 
which produces these ideas which we have of them in us. 


Then, for secondary qualities: 


After the same manner that the ideas of these original qualities are produced in us, 
we may conceive that the ideas of secondary qualities are also produced, viz. by the 
operation of insensible particles on our senses. For, it being manifest that there are 
bodies and good store of bodies, each whereof are so small, that we cannot by any 
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of our senses discover either their bulk, figure, or motion—as is evident in those 
particles of the air and water, and others extremely smaller and those; perhaps as 
much smaller than the particles of air and water, as the particles of air and water are 
smaller than peas or hail-stones;—let us suppose at present that the different mo- 
tions and figures, bulk and number, of such particles, affecting the several organs of 
our senses, produce in us those different sensations which we have from the colours 
and smells of bodies; e.g. that a violet, by the impulse of such insensible particles 
of matter, of peculiar figures and bulks, and in different degrees and modifications 
of their motions, causes the ideas of the blue colour, and sweet scent of that flower 
to be produced in our minds. It being no more impossible to conceive that God 
should annex such ideas to such motions, with which they have no similitude, than 
that he should annex the idea of pain to the motion of a piece of steel dividing our 


flesh, with which that idea hath no resemblance. 

What I have said concerning colours and smells may be understood also of tastes 
and sounds, and other the like sensible qualities; which, whatever reality we by 
mistake attribute to them, are in truth nothing in the objects themselves, but powers 
to produce various sensations in us; and depend on those primary qualities, viz. 
bulk, figure, texture, and motion of parts [as I have said]. 


Therefore, 


I think it easy to draw this observation—that the ideas of primary qualities of 
bodies are resemblances of them, and their patterns do really exist in the bodies 
themselves, but the ideas produced in us by these secondary qualities have no 
resemblance of them at all. There is nothing like our ideas, existing in the bodies 


The ideas of pri- 
mary qualities of 
bodies are 
resemblances of 
them, and their 
patterns do really 
exist in the bodies 
themselves, but 
the ideas produced 
in us by these 
secondary quali- 
ties have no 
resemblance 

of them at all. 


themselves. They are, in the bodies we denominate 
from them, only a power to produce those sensations in 
us: and what is sweet, blue, or warm in idea, is but the 
certain bulk, figure, and motion of the insensible parts, 
in the bodies themselves, which we call so. 

Flame is denominated hot and light; snow, white 
and cold; and manna, white and sweet, from the ideas 
they produce in us. Which qualities are commonly 
thought to be the same in those bodies that those ideas 
are in us, the one the perfect resemblance of the other, 
as they are in a mirror, and it would by most men be 
judged very extravagant if one should say otherwise. 
And yet he that will consider that the same fire that, at 
one distance produces in us the sensation of warmth, 
does, at a nearer approach, produce in us the far differ- 
ent sensation of pain, ought to bethink himself what 
reason he has to say—that this idea of warmth, which 
was produced in him by fire, is actually in the fire; and 
his idea of pain, which the same fire produced in him 
the same way, is not in the fire. Why are whiteness and 
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coldness in snow, and pain not, when it produces the one and the other idea in us; 
and can do neither, but by the bulk, figure, number, and motion of its solid parts? 

The particular bulk, number, figure, and motion of the parts of fire or snow are 
really in them—whether any one’s senses perceive them or no: and therefore they 
may be called real qualities, because they really exist in those bodies. But light, 
heat, whiteness, or coldness, are no more really in them than sickness or pain is in 
manna. Take away the sensation of them; let not the eyes see light or colours, nor 
the ears hear sounds; let the palate not taste, nor the nose smell, and all colours, 
tastes, odours, and sounds, as they are such particular ideas, vanish and cease, and 
are reduced to their causes, i.e., bulk, figure, and motion of parts. 


è What does Locke mean by “primary qualities”? Give an ex- 
ample, 

+ What does Locke mean by “secondary qualities”? Give an 
example. 


This is the basic empiricist theory as Locke presented it. The logical consequences of 
empiricism, as we shall see when we study Berkeley and Hume, are not nearly so palat- 
able. But how does the “causal theory of perception” allow Locke to approach the tradi- 
tional questions of metaphysics? Significantly, the first two steps in the argument are 
identical with those we traced in Descartes—one’s own existence and the existence of 
God—and Locke even includes the problematic notion of “intuition.” 


1. The knowledge of our own being we have by intuition. The existence of God, 
reason clearly makes known to us. 


But then, the strict empiricist reemerges and insists: 


The knowledge of the existence of any other thing we can have only by sensa- 
tion: for there being no necessary connexion of real existence with any idea a 
man hath in his memory; nor of any other existence but that of God with the ex- 
istence of any particular man: no particular man can know the existence of any 
other being, but only when, by actual operating upon him, it makes itself per- 
ceived by him. For, the having the idea of anything in our mind, no more proves 
the existence of that thing, than the picture of a man evidences his being in the 
world, or the visions of a dream make thereby a true history. 

2. It is therefore the actual receiving of ideas from without that gives us notice of 
the existence of other things, and makes us know, that something doth exist at 
that time without us, which causes that idea in us; though perhaps we neither 
know nor consider how it does it. For it takes not from the certainty of our 
senses, and the ideas we receive by them, that we know not the manner wherein 
they are produced: e.g. whilst I write this, I have, by the paper affecting my eyes, 
that idea produced in my mind, which, whatever object causes, I call white; by 
which I know that that quality or accident (i.e. whose appearance before my eyes 
always causes that idea) doth really exist, and hath a being without me. And of 
this, the greatest assurance I can possibly have, and to which my faculties can 
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attain, is the testimony of my eyes, which are the proper and sole judges of this 
thing; whose testimony I have reason to rely on as so certain, that I can no more 
doubt, whilst I write this, that I see white and black, and that something really 
exists that causes that sensation in me, than that I write or move my hand; which 
is a certainty as great as human nature is capable of, concerning the existence of 
anything, but a man’s self alone, and of God. 


Here Locke asserts his alternative to the strict Cartesian limitation of knowledge to mat- 
ters of certainty and deduction: 


3. The notice we have by our senses of the existing of things without us, though it 
be not altogether so certain as our intuitive knowledge, or the deductions of our 
reason employed about the clear abstract ideas of our own minds; yet it is an as- 
surance that deserves the name of knowledge. If we persuade ourselves that our 
faculties act and inform us right concerning the existence of those objects that 
affect them, it cannot pass for an ill-grounded confidence: for I think nobody 
can, in earnest, be so sceptical as to be uncertain of the existence of those things 
which he sees and feels. At least, he that can doubt so far, (whatever he may 
have with his own thoughts,) will never have any controversy with me; since he 
can never be sure I say anything contrary to his own opinion. As to myself, I 
think God has given me assurance enough of the existence of things without me: 
since, by their different application, I can produce in myself both pleasure and 
pain, which is one great concernment of my present state. This is certain: the 
confidence that our faculties do not herein deceive us, is the greatest assurance 
we are capable of concerning the existence of material beings. For we cannot act 
anything but by our faculties; nor talk of knowledge itself, but by the help of 
those faculties which are fitted to apprehend even what knowledge is. 


Locke then answers Descartes: 


8. But yet, if after all this any one will be so sceptical as to distrust his senses, and 
to affirm all that we see and hear, feel and taste, think and do, during our whole 
being, is but the series and deluding appearance of a long dream, whereof there 
is no reality; and therefore will question the existence of all things, or our 
knowledge of anything: I must desire him to consider, that, if all be a dream, 
then he doth but dream that he makes the question, and so it is not much matter 
that a waking man should answer him. But yet, if he pleases, he may dream that 
I make him this answer, that the certainty of things existing in rerum natura 
when we have the testimony of our senses for it is not only as great as our frame 
can attain to, but as our condition needs. For, our faculties being suited not to the 
full extent of being, nor to a perfect, clear, comprehensive knowledge of things 
free from all doubt and scruple; but to the preservation of us, in whom they are; 
and accommodated to the use of life: they serve to our purpose well enough, if 
they will but give us certain notice of those things, which are convenient or in- 
convenient to us. For he that sees a candle burning, and hath experimented the 
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force of its flame by putting his finger in it, will little doubt that this is some- 
thing existing without him, which does him harm, and puts him to great pain: 
which is assurance enough, when no man requires greater certainty to govern his 
actions by than what is as certain as his actions themselves. And if our dreamer 
pleases to try whether the glowing heat of a glass furnace be barely a wandering 
imagination in a drowsy man’s fancy, by putting his hand into it, he may perhaps 
be wakened into a certainty greater than he could wish, that it is something more 
than bare imagination. So that this evidence is as great as we can desire, being as 
certain to us as our pleasure or pain, i.e., happiness or misery; beyond which we 
have no concernment, either of knowing or being. Such an assurance of the exis- 
tence of things without us is sufficient to direct us in the attaining the good and 
avoiding the evil which is caused by them, which is the important concernment 
we have of being made acquainted with them. 

9. In summary, then, when our senses do actually convey into our understanding 
any idea, we cannot but be satisfied that there doth something ar that time really 
exist without us, which doth affect our senses, and by them give notice of itself 
to our apprehensive faculties, and actually produce that idea which we then 
perceive. 


We are now ready to return to the traditional metaphysical notion of substance—that 
which underlies both the primary and the secondary qualities of a thing. 


1. Ideas of Substances, how made.—The mind being, as I have declared, furnished 
with a great number of the simple ideas conveyed in by the senses, as they are 
found in exterior things, or by reflection on its own operations, takes notice, 
also, that a certain number of these simple ideas go constantly together; which 
being presumed to belong to one thing, and words being suited to common ap- 
prehensions, and made use of for quick dispatch, are called, so united in one 
subject, by one name; which, by inadvertency, we are apt afterward to talk of 
and consider as one simple idea, which indeed is a complication of many ideas 
together: because, as I have said, not imagining how these simple ideas can 
subsist by themselves, we accustom ourselves to suppose some substratum 
wherein they do subsist, and from which they do result; which therefore we call 
“substance.” 

2. Our Ideas of Substance in general.—So that if anyone will examine himself 
concerning his notion of pure substance in general, he will find he has no other 
idea of it at all, but only a supposition of he knows not what support of such 
qualities which are capable of producing simple ideas in us; which qualities are 
commonly called “accidents.” If anyone should be asked, “What is the subject 
wherein colour or weight inheres?” he would have nothing to say but, “The 
solid extended parts.” And if he were demanded, “what is it that solidity and 
extension inhere in?” he would not be in a much better case than the Indian . . . 
who, saying that the world was supported by a great elephant, was asked 
what the elephant rested on? to which his answer was, “a great tortoise”; but 
being again pressed to know what gave support to the broad-backed tortoise, 
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replied—something, he knew not what. And thus here, as in all other cases 
where we use words without having clear and distinct ideas, we talk like chil- 
dren, who, being questioned what such a thing is which they know not, readily 
give this satisfactory answer, that it is something, which in truth signifies no 
more, when so used, either by children or men, but that they know not what; and 
that the thing they pretend to know and talk of is what they have no distinct idea 
of at all, and so are perfectly ignorant of it, and in the dark. The idea, then, we 
have, to which we give the general name “substance” being nothing but the sup- 
posed, but unknown, support of those qualities we find existing, which we imag- 
ine cannot subsist sine re substante, “without something to support them,” we 
call that support substantia; which, according to the true import of the word, is, 
in plain English, “standing under,” or “upholding.” 
eee 

Hence, when we talk or think of any particular sort of corporeal substances, 
as horse, stone, &c., though the idea we have of either of them be but the com- 
plication or collection of those several simple ideas of sensible qualities which 
we used to find united in the thing called “horse” or “stone”; yet because we 
cannot conceive how they should subsist alone, nor one in another, we suppose 
them existing in, and supported by some common subject; which support we de- 
note by the name “substance,” though it be certain we have no clear or distinct 
idea of that thing we suppose a support. 


+ Why does Locke claim that substance is “we know not 
what”? Is this conclusion reason to say that we don’t know 
what substance (a thing in itself) is? 


Substance is “we know not what.” Yet Locke hesitates to reject the notions, for he can- 
not escape the suspicion that talk of “qualities” makes no sense unless the qualities are 
the qualities of something. But this suspicion is dispensable according to Locke’s own 
principles. So, it turns out, is his central distinction between primary and secondary 
qualities, as Bishop Berkeley is soon to point out. The consequence of these simple, 
technical moves will be shocking, to say the least. 


D. COMMON SENSE UNDONE: 
BISHOP BERKELEY 


Beginning from John Locke’s “commonsense” philosophy, Bishop Berkeley developed 
the most provocative thesis in all philosophy. Berkeley’s thesis is called subjective ide- 
alism. It is the doctrine that there are no material substances, no physical objects, only 
minds and ideas in mind. (His concept of “idea” comes directly from Locke.) This sur- 
prising position emerges directly from Locke’s thesis by three simple steps. First, it ac- 
cepts the argument that we have no idea whatsoever what a substance might be, and it 
agrees that all that we can ever know of a thing are its sensible properties (or “quali- 
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ties”). Second, it is shown that the distinction between primary and secondary qualities 
cannot be, as Locke had argued, a distinction between properties inherent in the objects 
themselves as opposed to properties that the objects simply cause in us. Third, once one 
has agreed that all knowledge of the world (except for knowledge of one’s own exis- 
tence and of God) must be based upon experience, the question becomes why we 
should ever think that there is anything other than our experiences. Locke had argued 
that our experiences were caused by the physical objects; but how could this claim be 
justified by experience? Since we have no experience of either the objects themselves or 
their causation, but only of their effects (that is, the ideas they cause in us), a consistent 
empiricist must give up not only the causal theory of perception but the notion of phys- 
ical objects as well. 

Berkeley is an exceptionally clear writer, and the following excerpts from his Trea- 
tise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710) should not be difficult to 
understand: 


FROM TREATISE CONCERNING 
THE PRINCIPLES OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE 
BY BISHOP GEORGE BERKELEY"? 


§ 1. It is evident to any one who takes a survey of the objects of human knowl- 
edge, that they are either ideas actually imprinted on the senses, or else such as are 
perceiv’d by attending to the passions and operations of the mind, or lastly ideas 
formed by help of memory and imagination; either compounding, dividing, or 
barely representing those originally perceiv'd in the aforesaid ways. By sight I have 
the ideas of light and colours with their several degrees and variations. By touch I 
perceive hard and soft, heat and cold, motion and resistance, and of all these more 
and less either as to quantity or degree. Smelling furnishes me with odors; the 
palate with tastes, and hearing conveys sounds to the mind in all their variety of 
tone and composition. And as several of these are observ’d to accompany each 
other, they come to be marked by one name, and so to be reputed as one thing. 
Thus, for example, a certain colour, taste, smell, figure and consistence having been 
observ’d to go together, are accounted one distinct thing, signified by the name ap- 
ple. Other collections of ideas constitute a stone, a tree, a book and the like sensible 
things; which as they are pleasing or disagreeable excite the passions of love, ha- 
tred, joy, grief, etc. 

§ 2. But besides all that endless variety of ideas or objects of knowledge, there 
is likewise something which knows or perceives them, and exercises divers opera- 
tions, as willing, imagining, remembering about them. This perceiving, active being 
is what I call mind, spirit, soul or my self. By which words I do not denote any one 
of my ideas, but a thing intirely distinct from them, wherein they exist, or, which is 
the same thing, whereby they are perceiv’d, for the existence of an idea consists in 
being perceiv'd. 


Bishop George Berkeley, Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, London: Brown & 
Sons, 1907. 
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§ 3. That neither our thoughts, nor passions, nor ideas formed by the imagina- 
tion, exist without the mind, is what every body will allow. And to me it is no less 
evident that the various sensations or ideas imprinted 
There was an odor, on the sense, aid blended or combin’d together 
sie as 4 (that is whatever objects they compose) cannot exist 
i.e. it was smelt, otherwise than in a mind perceiving them. I think an 
there was a sound, intuitive knowledge may be obtain’d of this, by any 
i.e. it was heard; one that shall attend to what is meant by the term exist 
when apply’d to sensible things. The table I write on, I 
a colour OF say, exists, i.e. I see and feel it, and if I were out of my 
fig ure and it was study I should say it existed, meaning thereby that if I 
perceiv ’d by si ght was in my study I might perceive it, or that some other 
or touch spirit actually does perceive it. There was an odor, i.e. 
i Paaa it was smelt; there was a sound, i.e. it was heard; a 
Their esse is colour or figure and it was perceiv’d by sight or touch. 
percipi. This is all that I can understand by these and the like 


expressions. For as to what is said of the absolute exis- 
tence of unthinking things without any relation to their being perceiv’d, that is to 
me perfectly unintelligible. Their esse is percipi, (to be is to be perceived) nor is it 
possible they shou’d have any existence, out of the minds or thinking things which 
perceive them. 

§ 4. It is indeed an opinion strangely prevailing amongst men, that houses, 
mountains, rivers and in a word all sensible objects have an existence natural or 
real, distinct from their being perceiv’d by the understanding. But with how great 
an assurance and acquiescence soever, this principle may be entertained in the 
world: yet whoever shall find in his heart to call it in question may, if I mistake not, 
perceive it to involve a manifest contradiction. For what are the foremention’d ob- 
jects but the things we perceive by sense, and what, do we perceive besides our own 
ideas or sensations, and is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these or any Com- 
bination of them shou'd exist unperceiv'd.? 


This is Berkeley's central thesis—that “to be is to be perceived” (esse est percipi). In 
what follows, Berkeley argues that there is nothing other than these perceptions, Or 
“ideas,” and it is nonsense to suppose that there are things outside of the mind “like” our 
ideas—for “nothing is like an idea but another idea.” 


§ 6. Some truths there are so near and obvious to the mind that a man need only 
open his eyes to see ‘em. Such I take this important one to be, viz. that all the choir 
of heaven and furniture of the earth, in a word all those bodies which compose the 
mighty frame of the world, have not any subsistence without a mind, that their be- 
ing is to be perceiv'd or known; that consequently so long as they are not actually 
perceiv’d by me, or do not exist in my mind or that of any other created spirit, they 
must cither have no existence at all, or else subsist in the mind of some eternal 
spirit: it being perfectly unintelligible and involving all the absurdity of abstraction, 
to attribute to any single part of them an existence independent of a spirit. To make 
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this appear with all the light and evidence of an axiom, it seems sufficient if I can 
but awaken the reflexion of the reader, that he may take an impartial view of his 
own meaning, and turn his thoughts upon the subject itself, free and disengaged 
from all embarras of words and prepossession in favour of received mistakes. 

§ 7. From what has been said, ’tis evident, there is not any other substance than 
spirit or that which perceives. But for the fuller demonstration of this point, let it be 
consider'd, the sensible qualities are colour, figure, motion, smell, taste, etc. the 
ideas perceiv'd by sense. Now for an idea to exist in an unperceiving thing is a 
manifest contradiction, for to have an idea is all one as to perceive, that therefore 
wherein colour, figure, etc. exist must perceive them; hence ‘tis clear there can be 
no unthinking substance or substratum of those ideas. 

§ 8. But say you, though the ideas themselves do not exist without the mind, yet 
there may be things like them whereof they are copies or resemblances, which 
things exist without the mind, in an unthinking substance. I answer an idea can be 
like nothing but an idea, a colour, or figure, can be like nothing but another colour 
or figure. If we look but never so little into our thoughts, we shall find it impossible 
for us to conceive a likeness except only between our ideas. Again, I ask whether 
those suppos’d originals or external things, of which our ideas are the pictures or 
representations, be themselves perceivable or no? If they are, then they are ideas 
and we have gain’d our point; but if you say they are not, I appeal to any one 
whether it be sense, to assert a colour is like something which is invisible; hard or 
soft, like something which is intangible, and so of the rest. 


At this point Berkeley takes up Locke’s distinction between “primary and secondary 
qualities,” and maintains that the arguments Locke put forward regarding the latter also 
can be applied to the former. Primary qualities too can be ideas only, and not properties 
of matter. 


§ 9. Some there are who make a distinction betwixt primary and secondary 
qualities: by the former, they mean extension, figure, motion, rest, solidity or im- 
penetrability and number: by the latter they denote all other sensible qualities as 
colours, sounds, tastes, etc. The ideas we have of these they acknowlege not to be 
the resemblances, of any thing existing without the mind or unperceiv’d, but they 
will have our ideas of the primary qualities to be patterns or images of things which 
exist without the mind, in an unthinking substance which they call matter. By mat- 
ter, therefore, we are to understand an inert, senseless substance, in which exten- 
sion, figure, motion, etc. do actually subsist, but it is evident from what we have 
already shewn, that extension, figure and motion are only ideas existing in the 
mind, and that an idea can be like nothing but another idea, and that consequently 
neither they nor their archetypes can exist in an unperceiving substance. Hence it is 
plain, that the very notion of what is called matter or corporeal substance, involves 
a contradiction in it. 


eee 
§ 10. They who assert that figure, motion, and the rest of the primary or original 
qualities do exist without the mind, in unthinking substances, do at the same time 
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acknowlege that colours, sounds, heat, cold, do not, which they tell us are sensa- 
tions existing in the mind alone, that depend on and are occasion’d by the different 
size, texture, motion, of the minute particles of matter. This they take for an un- 
doubted truth, which they can demonstrate beyond all exception. Now if it be cer- 
tain, that those original qualities are inseparably united with the other sensible 
qualities, and not, even in thought, capable of being abstracted from them, it plainly 
follows that they exist only in the mind. But I desire any one to reflect and try, 
whether he can by any abstraction of thought, conceive the extension and motion of 
a body, without all other sensible qualities. For my own part, I see evidently that it 
is not in my power to frame an idea of a body extended and moving, but I must 
withal give it some colour or other sensible quality which is acknowleg’d to exist 
only in the mind. (In short, extension, figure, and motion, abstracted from all other 
qualities, are inconceivable. Where therefore the other sensible qualities are, there 
must these be also, i.e. in the mind and no where else.) 
ooo 

§ 14. I shall farther add, that after the same manner, as modern philosophers 
prove colours, tastes, to have no existence in matter, or without the mind, the same 
thing may be likewise prov’d of all other sensible qualities whatsoever. Thus, for in- 
stance, it is said that heat and cold, are affections only of the mind, and not at all 
patterns of real beings, existing in the corporeal substances which excite them, for 
that the same body which appears cold to one hand, seems warm to another. Now 
why may we not as well argue that figure and extension, are not patterns or resem- 
blances of qualities existing in matter, because to the same eye at different stations, 
or eyes of a different texture at the same station, they appear various, and cannot 
therefore be the images of any thing settled and determinate without the mind? 
Again, tis prov’d that sweetness is not really in the sapid thing, because the thing 
remaining unalter'd the sweetness is changed into bitter, as in case of a fever or oth- 
erwise vitiated palate. Is it not as reasonable to say, that motion is not without the 
mind, since if the succession of ideas in the mind become swifter, the motion, it is 
acknowledg’d, shall appear slower without any external alteration 

§ 15. In short, let any one consider those arguments, which are thought mani- 
festly to prove that colours, tastes, exist only in the mind, and he shall find they 
may with equal force, be brought to prove the same thing of extension, figure, and 
motion. Though it must be confess’d this method of arguing does not so much 
prove that there is no extension, colour, in an outward object, as that we do not 
know by sense which is the true extension or colour of the object. But the argu- 
ments foregoing plainly shew it to be impossible that any colour or extension at all, 
or other sensible quality whatsoever, shou’d exist in an unthinking subject without 
the mind, or in truth, that there shou’d be any such thing as an outward object. 


Must there be substances apart from the mind? Berkeley asks. It is true that we are 
somehow “affected,” but it does not follow that there must be material objects. How 
would we know of any such objects? 
§ 18. But though it were possible that solid, figur’d moveable substances may 
exist without the mind, corresponding to the ideas we have of bodies, yet how is it 
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possible for us to know this? Either we must know it by sense or by reason. As for 
our senses, by them we have the knowledge only of our sensations, ideas, or those 
things that are immediately perceiv'd by sense, call "em what you will: but they do 
not inform us that things exist without the mind, or unperceiv’d, like to those which 
are perceiv'd. This the materialists themselves acknowlege. It remains therefore that 
if we have any knowlege at all of external things, it must be by reason, inferring 
their existence from what is immediately perceiv’d by sense. But I do not see what 
reason can induce us to believe the existence of bodies without the mind, from what 
we perceive, since the very patrons of matter themselves do not pretend, there is 
any necessary connexion betwixt them and our ideas. I say it is granted on all hands 
(and what happens in dreams, frenzys and the like puts it beyond dispute) that it is 
possible we might be affected with all the ideas we have now, though there were no 
bodies existing without resembling them. Hence it is evident the supposition of ex- 
ternal bodies is not necessary for the producing our ideas: since it is granted they 
are produced sometimes, and might possibly be produced always in the same order, 
we see them in at present, without their concurrence. 

§ 19. But, though we might possibly have all our sensations without them, yet 
perhaps it may be thought easier to conceive and explain the manner of their pro- 
duction, by supposing external bodies in their likeness rather than otherwise, and so 
it might be at least probable there are such things as bodies that excite their ideas in 
our minds. But neither can this be said, for though we give the materialists their ex- 
ternal bodies, they by their own confession are never the nearer knowing how our 
ideas are produced: since they own themselves unable to comprehend in what man- 
ner body can act upon spirit, or how it is possible it shou’d imprint any idea in the 
mind. Hence it is evident the production of ideas or sensations in our minds, can be 
no reason why we shou’d suppose matter or corporeal substances, since that is ac- 
knowleg’d to remain equally inexplicable with, or without this supposition. If there- 
fore it were possible for bodies to exist without the mind, yet to hold they do so, 
must needs be a very precarious opinion; since it is to suppose, without any reason 
at all, that God has created innumerable beings that are intirely useless, and serve to 
no manner of purpose. 

§ 20. In short, though there were external bodies, ‘tis impossible we shou’d ever 
come to know it; and if there were not, we might have the very same reasons to 
think there were that we have now. Suppose, what no one can deny possible, an in- 
telligence without the help of external bodies to be affected with the same train of 
sensations or ideas that you are, imprinted in the same order and with like vividness 
in his mind. I ask whether that intelligence hath not all the reason to believe the ex- 
istence of corporeal substances, represented by his ideas, and exciting them in his 
mind, that you can possibly have for believing the same thing? Of this there can be 
no question, which one consideration were enough to make any reasonable person, 
suspect the strength of whatever arguments he may think himself to have, for the 
existence of bodies without the mind. 

§ 21. Were it necessary to add any farther proof against the existence of matter, 
after what has been said, I cou’d instance several of those errours and difficulties 
(not to mention impieties) which have sprung from that tenent. It has occasion’d 
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numberless controversies and disputes in philosophy, and not a few of far greater 
moment in religion. But I shall not enter into the detail of them in this place, as well 
because I think, arguments a posteriori are unnecessary for confirming what has 
been, if I mistake not, sufficiently demonstrated a priori, as because I shall hereafter 
find occasion to speak somewhat of them. 

§ 22. I am affraid I have given cause to think, I am needlessly prolix in handling 
this subject. For to what purpose is it to dilate on that which may be demonstrated 
with the utmost evidence in a line or two, to any one that’s capable of the least re- 
flexion? It is but looking into your own thoughts, and so trying whether you can 
conceive it possible for a sound, or figure, or motion, or colour to exist without the 
mind, or unperceiv’d. This easy trial may make you see, that what you contend for, 
is a downright contradiction. Insomuch that I am content to put the whole upon this 
issue; if you can but conceive it possible for one extended, moveable substance, or 
in general, for any one idea or any thing like an idea to exist otherwise than in a 
mind perceiving it, I shall readily give up the cause: and as for all that compages of 
external bodies you contend for, I shall grant you its existence, though you cannot 
either give me any reason why you believe it exists, or assign any use to it when it 
is supposed to exist. I say, the bare possibility of your opinions being true, shall 
pass for an argument that it is so. 

§ 23. But say you, surely there’s nothing easier than to imagine trees, for in- 
stance, in a park, or books existing in a closet, and no body by to perceive them. I 
answer you may so, there is no difficulty in it: but what is all this, I beseech you, 
more than framing in your mind certain ideas which you call books and trees, and 
at the same time omitting to frame the idea of any one that may perceive them? But 
do not you your self perceive or think of them all the while? This therefore is noth- 
ing to the purpose: it only shews you have the power of imagining or forming ideas 
in your mind; but it does not shew that you can conceive it possible, the objects of 
your thought may exist without the mind; to make out this, it is necessary that you 
conceive them existing unconceiv’d or unthought of, which is a manifest repug- 
nancy. When we do our utmost to conceive the existence of external bodies, we are 
all the while only contemplating our own ideas. But the mind taking no notice of it 
self, is deluded to think it can and does conceive bodies existing unthought of or 
without the mind; though at the same time they are apprehended by or exist in it 
self. 


+ What is subjective idealism? How does Berkeley argue that 
Locke's view leads to subjective idealism? 

+ What is Berkeley's argument against the distinction between 
primary and secondary qualities? 


But what, then, can explain the fact that we cannot simply “think” things into exis- 
tence by imagining them? And how can we say that a thing exists when no one is there 
to perceive it? (“If a tree falls in the forest, and there’s no one there to hear it, does it 
make a sound?”) It is here that God enters the picture as a matter of necessity. 
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§ 29. But whatever power I may have over my own thoughts, I find the ideas ac- 
tually perceiv’d by sense have not a like dependence on my will. When in broad 
day-light I open my eyes, "tis not in my power to chuse whether I shall see or no, or 


But whatever 
power I may have 
over my own 
thoughts, I find 
the ideas actually 
perceiv’d by 
sense . . . are 
not creatures of 
my will. There 

is therefore some 
other will or 
spirit that 
produces them. 


just born. 


to determine what particular objects shall present 
themselves to my view; and so likewise as to the hear- 
ing and other senses, the ideas imprinted on them are 
not creatures of my will. There is therefore some other 
will or spirit that produces them. 

§ 30. The ideas of sense are more strong, lively and 
distinct than those of the imagination, they have like- 
wise a steddiness, order and coherence, and are not ex- 
cited at random, as those which are the effects of 
human wills often are, but in a regular train or series, 
the admirable connexion whereof sufficiently testifies 
the wisdom and benevolence of its author. Now the set 
rules or establish’d methods, wherein the mind we de- 
pend on excites in us the ideas of sense, are called the 
laws of nature: and these we learn by experience, 
which teaches us that such and such ideas are attended 
with such and such other ideas, in the ordinary course 
of things. 

§ 31. This gives us a sort of foresight, which 


enables us to regulate our actions for the benefit of life. And without this we 
shou’d be eternally at a loss, we cou’d not know how to act any thing that might 
procure us the least pleasure, or remove the least pain of sense. That food nour- 
ishes, sleep refreshes, and fire warms us; that to sow in the seed-time is the way 
to reap in the harvest, and, in general, that to obtain such or such ends, such or 
such means are conducive, all this we know, not by discovering any necessary 
connexion between our ideas, but only by the observation of the settled laws of 
nature, without which we shou’d be all in uncertainty and confusion, and a grown 
man no more know how to manage himself in the affairs of life, than an infant 


ooo 


§ 33. The ideas imprinted on the senses by the Author of nature are called 
real things, and those excited in the imagination being less regular, vivid and 
constant, are more properly termed ideas, or images of things, which they copy 
and represent. But then our sensations, be they never so vivid and distinct, are nev- 
ertheless ideas, i.e. they exist in the mind, or are perceived by it, as truly as the 


ideas of its own framing. The ideas of sense are allow’d to have more reality in 


them, i.e. to be more strong, orderly and coherent than the creatures of the mind; 
but this is no argument that they exist without the mind. They are also less depen- 
dent on the spirit, or thinking substance which perceives them, in that they are ex- 
cited by the will of another and more powerful spirit: yet still they are ideas, and 
certainly no idea, whether faint or strong, can exist otherwise than in a mind per- 
ceiving it. 
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This final formulation, that the things of the world are nothing other than ideas in the 
mind of God, is the subject of a limerick by Ronald Knox, quoted for us by Bertrand 


Russell: 


There was a young man who said, “God 
Must think it exceedingly odd 

If he finds that this tree 

Continues to be 
When there’s no one about in the Quad.” 


REPLY 
Dear Sir: 
Your astonishment’s odd: 
I am always about in the Quad. 
And that’s why the tree 
Will continue to be, 
Since observed by 
Yours faithfully, 
Gop. 


+ Do the objects in your bedroom cease to exist when you are 
not there to perceive them, according to Berkeley? Why is 
God so important for Berkeley's idealism? 


Finally, the defense against common sense: 


§38. But after all, say you, it sounds very harsh to say we eat and drink ideas, 
and are clothed with ideas. I acknowledge it does so; the word “idea” not being 
used in common discourse to signify the several combinations of sensible qualities 
which are called “things”; and it is certain that any expression which varies from 
the familiar use of language will seem harsh and ridiculous. But this doth not con- 
cern the truth of the proposition, which in other words is no more than to say, we 
are fed and clothed with those things which we perceive immediately by our senses. 

§39. If it be demanded why I make use of the word “idea,” and do not rather in 
compliance with custom call them “thing”; I answer, I do it for two reasons—first, 
because the term “thing” in contradistinction to “idea,” is generally supposed to de- 
note somewhat existing without the mind; secondly, because “thing” hath a more 
comprehensive signification than “idea,” including spirit or thinking things as well 
as ideas. Since therefore the objects of sense exist only in the mind, and are withal 
thoughtless and inactive, I chose to mark them by the word “idea,” which implies 
those properties. 


Is this where Locke was leading us? If so, it looks as if the “new metaphysics” is every 
bit as fantastic as the old ones. But the controversial development of Locke’s empiri- 
cism has still another step to go. 
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E. THE CONGENIAL SKEPTIC: 
DAVID HUME 
It isn’t very far from Berkeley's subjective idealism to David Hume’s outrageous, but 


seemingly irrefutable, skepticism. Russell, writing about Hume two hundred years later 
(1945), says, 


To refute him has been, ever since he wrote, a favorite pastime among 
metaphysicians, For my part, I find none of their refutations convincing; 
nevertheless, I cannot but hope that something less skeptical than Hume’s system 
may be discoverable. 


And 


Hume’s skeptical conclusions . . . are equally difficult to refute and to accept. The 
result was a challenge to philosophers, which, in my opinion, has still not been 
adequately met.!3 


There have been philosophers who have said—or feared—that Hume’s skepticism is 
the last word in philosophy. In any case, it is one of those positions that no philosophy 
student can avoid taking seriously. 

Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739) was written when he was in his early 
twenties; his ambition was no less than to be the Isaac Newton of philosophy and psy- 
chology, following but outdoing John Locke. The book failed to attract much attention 
(he said “it fell stillborn from the press”), and Hume turned his attention to other mat- 
ters, making himself famous as a historian. Later, in 1748, he wrote a more popular 
version of his earlier Treatise, which he called An Enquiry Concerning Human Under- 
standing. It was extremely successful, and Hume became widely known as a “devil’s 
advocate” during his lifetime, a position he generally enjoyed. Both the Treatise and the 
Enquiry are firmly committed to Locke’s empiricist methodology, but where Locke was 
generous with doubtful ideas with no clear experiential basis (notably, substance and 
God), Hume was ruthless. In a famous threatening passage, he bellowed 


When we run over libraries, persuaded of these [empiricist] principles, what havoc 
must we make? If we take in our hand any volume of divinity or school 
metaphysics, for instance, let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning 
concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning 
concerning matter of fact and existence? No, Commit it to the flames, for it can 
contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.'4 


In this unveiled threat to traditional metaphysics we can see in a glance Hume’s for- 
midable tactics—the insistence that every justifiable belief must be either a “relation of 


'3Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1945. 


'4David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 2nd ed., ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1902. 
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ideas,” for example, a statement of mathematics, logic, or a trivial conceptual truth, or a 
“matter of fact,” which can be confirmed by appeal to our experience. (This “either-or” 
is sometimes called “Hume’s fork.”) Of course, most of the modern philosophers we 
have discussed shared this insistence upon justifiability either by reason (“relation of 
ideas”) or by experience. But it is only Hume who realizes the severity of this demand 
and the embarrassing number of our fundamental beliefs that do not allow justification 
either by reason or experience. 

Like his empiricist predecessor, Hume insists that all knowledge begins with basic 
units of sensory experience. Hume’s “impressions” (Locke’s “sensations”) are these ba- 
sic units (what we would still call “sensations” or “sense-data’’). 


FROM A TREATISE OF HUMAN NATURE 
BY DAVID HUME! 


All the perceptions of the human mind resolve themselves into two distinct kinds, 
which I shall call impressions and ideas. The difference betwixt these consists in 
the degrees of force and liveliness with which they strike upon the mind, and make 
their way into our thought or consciousness. Those perceptions, which enter with 
most force and violence, we may name impressions; and under this name I compre- 
hend all our sensations, passions and emotions, as they make their first appearance 
in the soul. By ideas I mean the faint images of these in thinking and reasoning; 
such as, for instance, are all the perceptions excited by the present discourse, ex- 
cepting only, those which arise from the sight and touch, and excepting the immedi- 
ate pleasure or uneasiness it may occasion. I believe it will not be very necessary to 
employ many words in explaining this distinction. Every one of himself will readily 
perceive the difference betwixt feeling and thinking. The common degrees of these 
are easily distinguished; tho’ it is not impossible but in particular instances they 
may very nearly approach to each other. Thus in sleep, in a fever, in madness, or in 
any very violent emotions of soul, our ideas may approach to our impressions: As 
on the other hand it sometimes happens, that our impressions are so faint and low, 
that we cannot distinguish them from our ideas, But notwithstanding this near re- 
semblance in a few instances, they are in general so very different, that no-one can 
make a scruple to rank them under distinct heads, and assign to each a peculiar 
name to mark the difference. 

There is another division of our perceptions, which it will be convenient to ob- 
serve, and which extends itself both to our impressions and ideas. This division is 
into simple and complex. Simple perceptions or impressions and ideas are such as 
admit of no distinction nor separation, The complex are the contrary to these, and 
may be distinguished into parts. Tho’ a particular colour, taste, and smell are quali- 
ties all united together in this apple, ‘tis easy to perceive they are not the same, but 
are at least distinguishable from each other. 


1SDavid Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1888. 
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Having by these divisions given an order and arrangement to our objects, we 
may now apply ourselves to consider with the more accuracy their qualities and re- 
lations. The first circumstance, that strikes my eye, is the great resemblance betwixt 
our impressions and ideas in every other particular, except their degree of force and 
vivacity. The one seem to be in a manner the reflexion of the other; so that all the 
perceptions of the mind are double, and appear both as impressions and ideas. 
When I shut my eyes and think of my chamber, the ideas I form are exact represen- 
tations of the impressions I felt, nor is there any circumstance of the one, which is 
not to be found in the other. In running over my other perceptions, I find still the 
same resemblance and representation. Ideas and impressions appear always to cor- 
respond to each other. This circumstance seems to me remarkable, and engages my 
attention for a moment. 

Upon a more accurate survey I find I have been carried away too far by the first 
appearance, and that I must make use of the distinction of perceptions into simple 
and complex, to limit this general decision, that all our ideas and impressions are 
resembling. | observe, that many of our complex ideas never had impressions, that 
corresponded to them, and that many of our complex impressions never are exactly 
copied in ideas. I can imagine to myself such a city as the New Jerusalem, whose 
pavement is gold and walls are rubies, tho’ I never saw any such. I have seen Paris; 
but shall I affirm I can form such an idea of that city, as will perfectly represent all 
its streets and houses in their real and just proportions? 

I perceive, therefore, that tho’ there is in general a great resemblance betwixt our 
complex impressions and ideas, yet the rule is not universally true, that they are ex- 
act copies of each other. We may next consider how the case stands with our simple 
perceptions. After the most accurate examination, of which I am capable, I venture 

to affirm, that the rule here holds without any excep- 


That idea of red tion, and that every simple idea has a simple impres- 


which we form in 
the dark, and that 
impression, which 
strikes our eyes in 
sun-shine, differ 
only in degree, 
not in nature. 


sion, which resembles it; and every simple impression 
a correspondent idea. That idea of red, which we form 
in the dark, and that impression, which strikes our eyes 
in sun-shine, differ only in degree, not in nature. That 
the case is the same with all our simple impressions 
and ideas, *tis impossible to prove by a particular enu- 
meration of them. Every one may satisfy himself in 
this point by running over as many as he pleases. But if 
any one should deny this universal resemblance, I 
know of no way of convincing him, but by desiring 
him to show a simple impression that has not a corre- 


spondent idea, or a simple idea, that has not a correspondent impression. If he does 
not answer this challenge, as ‘tis certain he cannot, we may from his silence and 
our own observation establish our conclusion. 

Thus we find, that all simple ideas and impressions resemble each other; and as 
the complex are formed from them, we may affirm in general, that these two 
Species of perception are exactly correspondent. Having discover'd this relation, 
which requires no farther examination, I am curious to find some other of their 
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qualities. Let us consider how they stand with regard to their existence, and which 
of the impressions and ideas are causes, and which effects. 

The full examination of this question is the subject of the present treatise; and 
therefore we shall here content ourselves with establishing one general proposition. 
That all our simple ideas in their first appearance are deriv'd from simple impres- 
sions, which are correspondent to them, and which they exactly represent. 


e What is the difference between “impressions” and “ideas”? 


According to Hume, simple ideas are derived from simple impressions. A simple 
idea would be something like a red, round image; the simple impression would be see- 
ing a red, round image. More complex ideas, for example, the idea of an apple, are com- 
plex arrangements and associations of simple ideas. To justify a belief as knowledge, 
therefore, we must break up its complex ideas into simple ideas and then find the im- 
pressions upon which those ideas are based. If I claim to see an apple, for example, I an- 
alyze my experience; my idea that there is an apple out there depends upon my seeing 
several red, round images from different angles, feeling something smooth, tasting 
something fruity and tart, and so on. If I claim that there are objects of a certain kind 
(apples, for example), I must identify the simple ideas and impressions upon which my 
supposed knowledge is based. And if I make a metaphysical claim, about the existence 
of God or substances, I must either be preapproved to identify the ideas and impressions 
upon which such a claim is based, or I must show that it is nothing other than a “relation 
of ideas”; otherwise, the claim cannot be justified (“commit it to the flames”). 

But, to the embarrassment of most metaphysical doctrines, they cannot be defended 
by either of the methods allowed by Hume. They are, by their very nature, about things 
beyond everyday experience (for example, God, substance) and so are not based upon 
“impression”; nor are they “relations of ideas” that can be demonstrated by a simple log- 
ical or mathematical proof. Therefore, they cannot be justified. The problem, however, is 
that the same argument extends far beyond the debatable claims of metaphysics and un- 
dermines some of the beliefs that are most essential to our everyday experiences as well. 

In Hume’s philosophy, three such beliefs in particular are singled out for analysis. 
On the one hand, they are so fundamental to our daily experience and common knowl- 
edge that no sane man or woman could possibly doubt them; on the other hand, they are 
completely without justification. As Hume argues, first, there is our idea of causation 
(or causality), of one event bringing about or causing another event. 

From this idea, which provides what Hume calls “the strongest connections” of our 
experience and, elsewhere, “the cement of the universe,” we derive a most important 
principle, the principle of universal causation, which states that every event has its 
cause (or causes). It is evident that we invoke such a principle every time we explain 
anything; for example, the car won’t start. We search for the cause, but everything 
seems to check out—the carburetor, the electrical system, and so on. Now we might 
search for hours without finding the cause, but there is one thing that we know for cer- 
tain and that is that there must be a cause somewhere—even if it is a very complex 

cause. What is not possible is that there be no cause. Presupposed in our everyday think- 
ing is this principle, that every event has its cause. (You may recognize this principle as 
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a version of Leibniz’s Principle of Sufficient Reason, which substitutes the more New- 
tonian notion of “cause” for the notion of “reason.”) 

Second, because of our presupposed belief in causation and its universal appli- 
cability, we are able to think beyond our immediate “ideas” and predict the future and 
explain the past. But to do so, we must also believe that our observations of the present 
will have some relevance in the future, that we can in fact draw valid inductive general- 
izations from our experience. Of course, we do so all of the time; for example, when I 
wake up at 6:00 in the morning, I expect the sun to rise within the hour. Why? Because 
it has always done so, and because it is February 26 and the almanac says it will. In 
making every such prediction, we presuppose a principle of induction, that is, that the 
laws of nature that have always held in the past will continue to hold in the future. The 
principle of induction is sometimes summarized as “the future will be like the past,” 
which is all right only so long as it is not taken too literally; for of course the future is 
never just like the past—you are now fifteen seconds older, for example, you have 
added a whole expression to your knowledge, and (unless you are eating while you 
read) you have lost a tiny bit of weight as well. But the laws of nature, at least, do not 
change from moment to moment. 

Third, there is our belief in the “external world,” that is, a physical or material world 
that exists independently of our impressions and ideas, which it presumably causes in 
us. Bishop Berkeley had already done Hume's work for him here. Hume, following 
Berkeley, also rejects all notions of substance as unintelligible, including even that min- 
imal “we know not what” of John Locke. But where Berkeley turned the rejection of 
matter and substance into a metaphysics (namely, his subjective idealism) and used it to 
defend the existence of God, Hume rejects this idealist metaphysics as well and remains 
wholly skeptical, refusing to accept the existence of God. He remains firm in his insis- 
tence that our belief in the existence of anything is no different from “the idea of what 
we conceive to be existent.” 

We can see that these three basic beliefs are intimately tied together; the notion of 
cause supports the principle of induction,!6 and the causal theory of perception supports 
our belief in the “external world.” Accordingly, Hume takes causation to be the central 
idea of all reasoning,!7 that is, all attempts to connect separate ideas together in a single 
belief. Hume’s arguments are both elegant and simple to follow. He refutes both the 
principle of universal causation and the principle of induction by showing that neither 
can be defended either as a “relation of ideas” or as a “matter of fact.” He begins with a 
statement that all human knowledge must be one or the other, explains what he means 
by “relations of ideas” and “matters of fact,” shows how it is that “cause and effect” are 
the basis of all reasoning, and then proceeds to show that such reasoning can be neither 
a relation of ideas nor a simple matter of fact. 


16Modern philosophers have given a great deal of attention to inductive inferences that are not based upon any 
obvious causes, for example, statistical probabilities (as in genetics or gambling). 


‘It is important to remember that Hume, like Locke, models his philosophy-psychology after Newton's 
physics. So even if he rejects Locke’s “causal theory of perception,” the Newtonian model, in which causality 
is central, remains at the heart of his theories. 
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FROM AN ENQUIRY CONCERNING HUMAN UNDERSTANDING 
BY DAVID HUME!8 


All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided into two kinds, 
to wit, Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact. Of the first kind are the sciences of 
Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmetic; and in short, every affirmation which is either 
intuitively or demonstratively certain. That the square of the hypotenuse is equal to 
the square of the two sides, is a proposition which expresses a relation between 
these figures. That three times five is equal to the half of thirty, expresses a relation 
between these numbers. Propositions of this kind are discoverable by the mere op- 
eration of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere existent in the uni- 
verse. Though there never were a circle or triangle in nature, the truths 
demonstrated by Euclid would for ever retain their certainty and evidence. 

Matters of fact, which are the second objects of human reason, are not ascer- 
tained in the same manner; nor is our evidence of their truth, however great, of a 
like nature with the foregoing. The contrary of every matter of fact is still possible; 
because it can never imply a contradiction, and is conceived by the mind with the 
same facility and distinctness, as if ever so conformable to reality. That the sun will 
not rise tomorrow is no less intelligible a proposition, and implies no more contra- 
diction than the affirmation, that it will rise. We should in vain, therefore, attempt to 
demonstrate its falsehood. Were it demonstratively false, it would imply a contra- 
diction, and could never be distinctly conceived by the mind. 

It may, therefore, be a subject worthy of curiosity, to enquire what is the nature 
of that evidence which assures us of any real existence and matter of fact, beyond 
the present testimony of our senses, or the records of our memory. This part of phi- 
losophy, it is observable, has been little cultivated, either by the ancients or mod- 
erns; and therefore our doubts and errors, in the prosecution of so important an 
enquiry, may be the more excusable; while we march through such difficult paths 
without any guide or direction. They may even prove useful, by exciting curiosity, 
and destroying that implicit faith and security, which is the bane of all reasoning 
and free enquiry. The discovery of defects in the common philosophy, if any such 
there be, will not, I presume, be a discouragement, but rather an incitement, as is 
usual, to attempt something more full and satisfactory than has yet been proposed 
to the public. 

All reasonings concerning matter of fact seem to be founded on the relations of 
Cause and Effect. By means of that relation alone we can go beyond the evidence 
of our memory and senses. If you were to ask a man, why he believes any matter of 
fact, which is absent; for instance, that his friend is in the country, or in France; he 
| would give you a reason; and this reason would be some other fact; as a letter re- 
ceived from him, or the knowledge of his former resolutions and promises. A man 
| finding a watch or any other machine in a desert island, would conclude that there 
had once been men in that island. All our reasonings concerning fact are of the 
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same nature. And here it is constantly supposed that there is a connexion between 
the present fact and that which is inferred from it. Were there nothing to bind them 
together, the inference would be entirely precarious. The hearing of an articulate 
voice and rational discourse in the dark assures us of the presence of some person: 
Why? because these are the effects of the human make and fabric, and closely con- 
nected with it. If we anatomize all the other reasonings of this nature, we shall find 
that they are founded on the relation of cause and effect, and that this relation is ei- 
ther near or remote, direct or collateral. Heat and light are collateral effects of fire, 
and the one effect may justly be inferred from the other. 


Hume’s argument, which we shall see again and again, is that we explain our experi- 
ences and events by appeal to other experiences and events. If I burn my finger and 
wonder how, I look down and see that I have just placed my hand too near the stove-top 
burner. I explain that the heat of the burner is the cause and the burn is the effect of the 
hot burner. Indeed, we are perplexed whenever we cannot find some causal explanation, 
and the suggestion that there might not be one (“there was no cause; you just burned 
yourself, that’s all”) is all but unintelligible to us. But now, Hume asks, where do we get 
this knowledge of causes and effects? 


If we would satisfy ourselves, therefore, concerning the nature of that evidence, 
which assures us of matters of fact, we must enquire how we arrive at the knowl- 
edge of cause and effect. 

I shall venture to affirm, as a general proposition, which admits of no exception, 
that the knowledge of this relation is not, in any instance, attained by reasonings a 
priori; but arises entirely from experience, when we find that any particular objects 
are constantly conjoined with each other. Let an object be presented to a man of 
ever so strong natural reason and abilities; if that object be entirely new to him, he 
will not be able, by the most accurate examination of its sensible qualities, to dis- 
cover any of its causes or effects. Adam, though his rational faculties be supposed, 
at the very first, entirely perfect, could not have inferred from the fluidity and trans- 
parency of water that it would suffocate him, or from the light and warmth of fire 
that it would consume him. No object ever discovers, by the qualities which appear 
to the senses, either the causes which produced it, or the effects which will arise 
from it; nor can our reason, unassisted by experience, ever draw any inference con- 
cerning real existence and matter of fact. 

This proposition, that causes and effects are discoverable, not by reason but by 
experience, will readily be admitted with regard to such objects, as we remember to 
have once been altogether unknown to us; since we must be conscious of the utter 
inability, which we then lay under, of foretelling what would arise from them. Pre- 
sent two smooth pieces of marble to a man who has no tincture of natural philoso- 
phy; he will never discover that they will adhere together in such a manner as to 
require great force to separate them in a direct line, while they make so small a re- 
sistance to lateral pressure. Such events, as bear little analogy to the common 
course of nature, are also readily confessed to be known only by experience; nor 
does any man imagine that the explosion of gunpowder, or the attraction of a lode- 
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stone, could ever be discovered by arguments a priori. In like manner, when an ef- 
fect is supposed to depend upon an intricate machinery or secret structure of parts, 


The mind can 
never possibly 
find the effect in 
the supposed 
cause. ... For the 
effect is totally 
different from 
the cause, and 
consequently 
can never be 
discovered in it. 


we make no difficulty in attributing all our knowledge of it to experience. Who will 
assert that he can give the ultimate reason, why milk or bread is proper nourishment 
for a man, not for a lion or a tiger? 

But the same truth may not appear, at first sight, to have the same evidence with 
regard to events, which have become familiar to us from our first appearance in the 
world, which bear a close analogy to the whole course of nature, and which are 
supposed to depend on the simple qualities of objects, without any secret structure 
of parts. We are apt to imagine that we could discover these effects by the mere op- 
eration of our reason, without experience. We fancy, that were we brought on a sud- 
den into this world, we could at first have inferred that one Billiard-ball would 
communicate motion to another upon impulse; and that we needed not to have 
waited for the event, in order to pronounce with certainty concerning it. Such is the 
influence of custom, that, where it is strongest, it not only covers our natural igno- 
rance, but even conceals itself, and seems not to take place, merely because it is 
found in the highest degree. 

But to convince us that all the laws of nature, and all the operations of bodies 
without exception, are known only by experience, the following reflections may, 


perhaps, suffice. Were any object presented to us, and 
were we required to pronounce concerning the effect, 
which will result from it, without consulting past ob- 
servation; after what manner, I beseech you, must the 
mind proceed in this operation? It must invent or imag- 
ine some event, which it ascribes to the object as its ef- 
fect; and it is plain that this invention must be entirely 
arbitrary. The mind can never possibly find the effect in 
the supposed cause, by the most accurate scrutiny and 
examination. For the effect is totally different from the 
cause, and consequently can never be discovered in it. 
Motion in the second Billiard-ball is a quite distinct 
event from motion in the first; nor is there anything in 
the one to suggest the smallest hint of the other. A 
stone or piece of metal raised into the air, and left with- 
out any support, immediately falls: but to consider the 
matter a priori, is there anything we discover in this sit- 


| uation which can beget the idea of a downward, rather than an upward, or any other 


motion in the stone or metal? 

And as the first imagination or invention of a particular effect, in all natural op- 
erations, is arbitrary, where we consult not experience; so must we also esteem the 
supposed tie or connexion between the cause and effect, which binds them together, 
and renders it impossible that any other effect could result from the Operation of 
that cause. When I see, for instance, a Billiard-ball moving in a Straight line to- 
wards another; even suppose motion in the second ball should by accident be sug- 
gested to me, as the result of their contact or impulse; may I not conceive, that a 
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hundred different events might as well follow from that cause’? May not both these 
balls remain at absolute rest? May not the first ball return in a straight line, or leap 
off from the second in any line or direction? All these suppositions are consistent 
and conceivable. Why then should we give the preference to one, which is no more 
consistent or conceivable than the rest? All our reasonings a priori will never be 
able to show us any foundations for this preference. 


Hume’s argument so far is that we do not know particular causes and effects through 
reason, but only through experience. Because you have seen it so many times, you know 
that a billiard ball moving toward and striking another billiard ball sets the second in 
motion on a predictable path. But if you had never seen anything like it before—per- 
haps if you were Adam or Eve (pool tables were not created until the eighth day of cre- 
ation)—you would not have any idea of what to expect. Both balls might stop dead. 
Both might explode. The second might start a lawsuit. Prediction of cause and effect, in 
other words, depends upon prior experience, and no amount of mere reasoning will 
suffice by itself. 


In a word, then, every effect is a distinct event from its cause. It could not, there- 
fore, be discovered in the cause, and the first invention or conception of it, a priori, 
must be entirely arbitrary. And even after it is suggested, the conjunction of it with 
the cause must appear equally arbitrary; since there are always many other effects, 
which, to reason, must seem fully as consistent and natural. In vain, therefore, 
should we pretend to determine any single event, or infer any cause or effect, with- 
out the assistance of observation and experience. 
oe 

When we reason a priori, and consider merely any object or cause, as it appears 
to the mind, independent of all observation, it never could suggest to us the notion 
of any distinct object, such as its effect; much less, show us the inseparable and in- 
violable connexion between them. A man must be very sagacious who could dis- 
cover by reasoning that crystal is the effect of heat, and ice of cold, without being 
previously acquainted with the operations of these qualities. 


In this argument, we see Hume applying t. ir half of his “fork” to the idea of 
causation. The idea of cause and effect cannot... retation of ideas, because, for exam- 
ple, no matter how closely we examine the ide. . fire, we will never discover the idea 
of its causing gunpowder to explode. Reasoni:, alone cannot reveal the causes or ef- 
fects of particular events. At the outset of this argument, Hume also suggests that the 
idea of causation is not discoverable through perception either: Although we perceive 
many different qualities of fire, we never perceive its power to cause gunpowder to ex- 
plode. Hume concludes that the idea of cause and effect must be derived from our expe- 
rience of the constant conjunction of two events. We observe, for example, that every 
time we set a match to gunpowder it explodes; and because we expect the future to be 
like the past, we infer that the application of fire is the cause of the gunpowder's ex- 
ploding. In short, our knowledge of causes is arrived at through induction from past 
experiences. 
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Hume’s argument against induction, and in particular against the inductive principle 
that the future will be like the past, takes exactly the same form. Again he begins with 
his “fork” between “relations of ideas” and “matters of fact,” and again he proves that 
one of the basic assumptions of all our thinking, the principle of induction, cannot be 
established either way: 


But we have not yet attained any tolerable satisfaction with regard to the question 
first proposed. Each solution still gives rise to a new question as difficult as the 
foregoing, and leads us on to further enquiries. When it is asked, What is the nature 
of all our reasonings concerning matter of fact? the proper answer seems to be, that 
they are founded on the relation of cause and effect. When again it is asked, What is 
the foundation of all our reasonings and conclusions concerning that relation? it 
may be replied in one word, Experience. But if we still carry on our shifting hu- 
mour, and ask, What is the foundation of all conclusions from experience? this im- 
plies a new question, which may be of more difficult solution and explication. 
Philosophers, that give themselves airs of superior wisdom and sufficiency, have a 
hard task when they encounter persons of inquisitive dispositions, who push them 
from every corner to which they retreat, and who are sure at last to bring them to 
some dangerous dilemma. The best expedient to prevent this confusion, is to be 
modest in our pretensions; and even to discover the difficulty ourselves before it is 
objected to us. By this means, we may make a kind of merit of our very ignorance. 

I shall content myself, in this section, with an easy task, and shall pretend only 
to give a negative answer to the question here proposed. I say then, that, even after 
we have experience of the operations of cause and effect, our conclusions from that 
experience are not founded on reasoning, or any process of the understanding. This 
answer we must endeavour both to explain and to defend. 

It must certainly be allowed, that nature has kept us at a great distance from all 
her secrets, and has afforded us only the knowledge of a few superficial qualities of 
objects; while she conceals from us those powers and principles on which the 
influence of those objects entirely depends. Our senses inform us of the colour, 
weight, and consistence of bread; but neither sense nor reason can ever inform us of 
those qualities which fit it for the nourishment and support of a human body. Sight 
or feeling conveys an idea of the actual motion of bodies; but as to that wonderful 
force or power, which would carry on a moving body for ever in a continued 
change of place, and which bodies never lose but by communicating it to others; of 
this we cannot form the most distant conception. But notwithstanding this igno- 
rance of natural powers and principles, we always presume, when we see like sensi- 
ble qualities, that they have like secret powers, and expect that effects, similar to 
those which we have experienced, will follow from them. If a body of like colour 
and consistence with that bread, which we have formerly eat, be presented to us, we 
make no scruple of repeating the experiment, and foresee, with certainty, like nour- 
| ishment and support. Now this is a process of the mind or thought, of which I 
would willingly know the foundation. It is allowed on all hands that there is no 
known connexion between the sensible qualities and the secret powers; and conse- 
quently, that the mind is not led to form such a conclusion concerning their constant 
and regular conjunction, by anything which it knows of their nature. As to past Ex- 
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perience, it can be allowed to give direct and certain information of those precise 
objects only, and that precise period of time, which fell under its cognizance: but 
why this experience should be extended to future times, and to other objects, which 
for aught we know, may be only in appearance similar; this is the main question on 
which I would insist. The bread, which I formerly eat, nourished me; that is, a body 
of such sensible qualities was, at that time, endued with such secret powers: but 
does it follow, that other bread must also nourish me at another time, and that like 
sensible qualities must always be attended with like secret powers? The conse- 
quence seems nowise necessary. At least, it must be acknowledged that there is here 
a consequence drawn by the mind; that there is a certain step taken; a process of 
thought, and an inference, which wants to be explained. These two propositions are 
far from being the same, / have found that such an object has always been attended 
with such an effect, and I foresee, that other objects, which are, in appearance, sim- 
ilar, will be attended with similar effects. 


The argument so far is just like the argument regarding cause and effect, namely, that it 
is only from experience that we know the properties and effects of things and events, 
that moving bodies cause others to move, for instance, or that eating bread gives me 
nourishment. But now Hume distinguishes two propositions: (1) I have recognized a 
certain cause-and-effect relationship in my past experience, and (2) I predict that a sim- 
ilar cause-and-effect relationship will hold in the future also. The reference is surely 
reasonable, Hume says, but again he forces us to say why such an inference is reason- 
able, and he argues that we cannot do so. 


I shall allow, if you please, that the one proposition may justify be inferred from the 
other: I know, in fact, that it always is inferred. But if you insist that the inference is 
made by a chain of reasoning, I desire you to produce the reasoning. The connexion 
between these propositions is not intuitive. There is required a medium, which may 
enable the mind to draw such an inference, if indeed it be drawn by reasoning and 
argument. What that medium is, I must confess, passes my comprehension; and it is 
incumbent on those to produce it, who assert that it really exists, and is the origin of 
all our conclusions concerning matter of fact. 

This negative argument must certainly, in process of time, become altogether 
convincing, if many penetrating and able philosophers shall turn their enquiries this 
way and no one be ever able to discover any connecting proposition or intermediate 
step, which supports the understanding in this conclusion. But as the question is yet 
new, every reader may not trust so far to his own penetration, as to conclude, be- 
cause an argument escapes his enquiry, that therefore it does not really exist. For 
this reason it may be requisite to venture upon a more difficult task; and enumerat- 
ing all the branches of human knowledge, endeavour to show that none of them can 
afford such an argument. 


Here is “Hume's fork”: the division of all knowledge into reasoning about relations of 
ideas (which he here calls “demonstrative”) and reasoning about matters of fact (which 
he here calls “moral”). He says that it is clear from the above arguments that no demon- 
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strative reasoning is available to justify our predictions of the future. But then he goes 
on to argue that no reasoning about matters of fact—no appeal to experience—can jus- 
tify our propensity to make predictions either. For in order to justify our belief that the 
future will resemble the past on the basis of our experience, we would in effect be argu- 
ing that we know that the future will be like the past because in the past the future has 
always been like the past, and this is “begging the question” and a “vicious circle,” in 
which one defends a proposition by referring it back to itself. (Like asking a suspected 
liar, “Are you lying to me?”) Therefore our propensity for predicting can’t be justified 
by appealing to experience either, which leaves us without any justification at all. 


+ What is “Hume's fork”? Which three beliefs does he claim 
are unjustified as a result? How does Hume undermine our 
ability to make predictions? 


All reasonings may be divided into two kinds, namely, demonstrative reasoning, or 
that concerning relations of ideas, and moral reasoning, or that concerning matter of 
fact and existence. That there are no demonstrative arguments in the case seems ev- 
ident; since it implies no contradiction that the course of nature may change, and 
that an object, seemingly like those which we have experienced, may be attended 
with different or contrary effects. May I not clearly and distinctly conceive that a 
body, falling from the clouds, and which, in all other respects, resembles snow, has 
yet the taste of salt or feeling of fire? Is there any more intelligible proposition than 
to affirm, that all the trees will flourish in December and January, and decay in May 
and June? Now whatever is intelligible, and can be distinctly conceived, implies no 
contradiction, and can never be proved false by any demonstrative argument or ab- 
stract reasoning a priori. 

If we be, therefore, engaged by arguments to put trust in past experience, and 
make it the standard of our future judgement, these arguments must be probable 
only, or such as regard matter of fact and real existence, according to the division 
above mentioned. But that there is no argument of this kind, must appear, if our ex- 
plication of that species of reasoning be admitted as solid and satisfactory. We have 
said that all arguments concerning existence are founded on the relation of cause 
and effect; that our knowledge of that relation is derived entirely from experience; 
and that all our experimental conclusions proceed upon the supposition that the fu- 
ture will be conformable to the past. To endeavour, therefore, the proof of this last 
supposition by probable arguments, or arguments regarding existence, must be evi- 
dently going in a circle, and taking that for granted, which is the very point in 
question. 

eee 

When a man says, 7 have found, in all past instances, such sensible qualities 
conjoined with such secret powers: And when he says, Similar sensible qualities 
will always be conjoined with similar secret powers, he is not guilty of tautology, 
nor are these propositions in any respect the same. You say that the one proposition 
is an inference from the other. But you must confess that the inference is not intu- 
itive; neither is it demonstrative: Of what nature is it, then? To say it is experimen- 
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tal, is begging the question. For all inferences from experience suppose, as their 
foundation, that the future will resemble the past, and that similar powers will be 
conjoined with similar sensible qualities. If there be any suspicion that the course of 
nature may change, and that the past may be no rule for the future, all experience 
becomes useless, and can give rise to no inference or conclusion. It is impossible, 
therefore, that any arguments from experience can prove this resemblance of the 
past to the future; since all these arguments are founded on the supposition of that 
resemblance. Let the source of things be allowed hitherto ever so regular; that 
alone, without some new argument or inference, proves not that, for the future, it 
will continue so. In vain do you pretend to have learned the nature of bodies from 
your past experience. Their secret nature, and consequently all their effects and 
influence may change, without any change in their sensible qualities. This happens 
sometimes, and with regard to some objects: Why may it not happen always, and 
with regard to all objects? What logic, what process of argument secures you 
against this position? My practice, you say, refutes my doubts. But you mistake the 
purport of my question. As an agent, I am quite satisfied in the point; but as a 
philosopher, who has some share of curiosity, I will not say scepticism, I want to 
learn the foundation of this inference. No reading, no enquiry has yet been able to 
remove my difficulty, or give me satisfaction in a matter of such importance. Can I 
do better than propose the difficulty to the public, even though, perhaps, I have 
small hopes of obtaining a solution? We shall at least, by this means, be sensible of 
our ignorance, if we do not augment our knowledge. 


Hume’s arguments against the principle of universal causation and the principle of in- 
duction are also arguments against rationalism in general. What he is saying is that rea- 
soning alone, without information from experience, cannot tell us anything whatever 
about the world, Reasoning a priori, that is, thinking without any appeal to experience, 
is incapable of proving any of those theorems so important to the rationalists, such as 
the existence of substances, a God, and causes, as well as the conformity of future 
events to past ones. His arguments are at the same time skeptical ones, since he reasons 
that even an appeal to experience cannot prove the reality of any of these things. 

What is the solution to these skeptical doubts? If we seek a justification or defense, 
there is none, according to Hume. But in everyday life, such philosophical doubts need 
have no effect at all, for though there is no justification of our beliefs, we can yet remain 
confident that at least there is an explanation for them. 


Suppose a person, though endowed with the strongest faculties of reason and reflec- 
tion, to be brought on a sudden into this world; he would, indeed, immediately ob- 
serve a continual succession of objects and one event following another, but he 
would not be able to discover anything further. He would not at first, by any reason- 
ing, be able to reach the idea of cause and effect, since the particular powers by 
which all natural operations are performed never appear to the senses; nor is it rea- 
sonable to conclude, merely because one event in one instance precedes another, 
that therefore the one is the cause, the other the effect. The conjunction may be ar- 
bitrary and casual. There may be no reason to infer the existence of one from the 
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appearance of the other: and, in a word, such a person without more experience 
could never employ his conjecture or reasoning concerning any matter of fact or be 
assured of anything beyond what was immediately present to his memory or senses. 

Suppose again that he has acquired more experience and has lived so long in the 
world as to have observed similar objects or events to be constantly conjoined to- 
gether—what is the consequence of this experience? He immediately infers the ex- 
istence of one object from the appearance of the other, yet he has not, by all his 
experience, acquired any idea or knowledge of the secret power by which the one 
object produces the other, nor is it by any process of reasoning he is engaged to 
draw this inference; but still he finds himself determined to draw it, and though he 
should be convinced that his understanding has no part in the operation, he would 
nevertheless continue in the same course of thinking. There is some other principle 
which determines him to form such a conclusion. 

This principle is custom or habit. For wherever the repetition of any particular 
act or operation produces a propensity to renew the same act or operation without 
being impelled by any reasoning or process of the understanding, we always say 
that this propensity is the effect of custom. By employing that word we pretend not 
to have given the ultimate reason of such a propensity. We only point out a principle 
of human nature which is universally acknowledged, and which is well known by 
its effects. Perhaps we can push our inquiries no further or pretend to give the cause 
of this cause, but must rest contented with it as the ulti- 
mate principle which we can assign of all our conclu- 

à sions from experience. It is sufficient satisfaction that 
experience... are we can go so far without repining at the narrowness of 
effects of custom, our faculties, because they will carry us no further. And 
not o f reasonin g. it is certain we here advance a very intelligible proposi- 

tion at least, if not a true one, when we assert that after 
the constant conjunction of two objects, heat and 
flame, for instance, weight and solidity, we are determined by custom alone to ex- 
pect the one from the appearance of the other. This hypothesis seems even the only 
one which explains the difficulty why we draw from a thousand instances an infer- 
ence which we are not able to draw from one instance that is in no respect different 
from them. Reason is incapable of any such variation. The conclusions which it 
draws from considering one circle are the same which it would form upon survey- 
ing all the circles in the universe. But no man, having seen only one body move af- 
ter being impelled by another, could infer that every other body will move after a 
like impulse. All inferences from experience, therefore, are effects of custom, not of 
reasoning. 


All inferences from 


In other words, there is no “solution to these skeptical doubts,” but, at most, what 
Hume calls “a skeptical solution.” It means an end, not only to philosophy, but to all ra- 
tional inquiry and all claims that we can know anything (even that the sun will rise to- 
morrow, or that there is a typewriter now in front of me). You might think that such 
conclusions would have driven Hume mad or caused him such confusion that he would 
have been incapable of coping with the most everyday chores. Yet we know that he was 
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the most practical and jolliest sort of fellow. As a philosopher, he has been driven right 
up against the wall of Plato’s Cave. But he remains unperturbed. In a famous passage at 
the end of the Treatise, he simply remarks: 


Most fortunately it happens, that since reason is incapable of dispelling 

these clouds, nature herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me of this 
philosophical melancholy and delirium, either by relaxing this bent of mind, 

or by some avocation, and lively impression of my senses, which obliterate all these 
chimeras. I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my 
friends; and when after three or four hours’ amusement, I wou’d return to these 
speculations, they appear so cold, and strain’d, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in 
my heart to enter into them any farther.'9 


+ Why does Hume think that rationality alone is unable to give 
us knowledge? Why does he think empiricism alone is un- 
able to give us knowledge? What is Hume’s “solution” to 
this problem? 


Perhaps you too find “these speculations cold, strained and ridiculous.” If so, however, 
this is not the time to run off to dinner and an evening of games and conversation. 
Something has gone very wrong. The empiricist attempt to restore common sense to 
philosophy has ended in the least commonsensical philosophy imaginable. A person 
who really believed that there might be no material world or that the future will not re- 
semble the past (and therefore, having been hit by a truck last week, steps into the street 
convinced that it will not happen again) would be crazy! How can our intellects be so 
out of joint with our experience or our philosophy so far away from practical life? How 
serious is Hume’s skepticism? 


F. TWO ANCIENT SKEPTICS: 
SEXTUS EMPIRICUS AND NAGARJUNA 


As we mentioned above, the epistemological questions raised by the modern rational- 
ists and empiricists were not original to the modern era, but the ancient skeptics, both 
West and East, did not see skepticism as merely a mode of epistemological doubt. In 
Greece, the third-century skeptic Sextus Empiricus promoted skepticism not only as 
an intellectual position but as a way of life. Referring back to the fourth-century skeptic 
Pyrrho of Elis (who never wrote anything but was a model for his students), Sextus 
gives us his Outlines of Pyrrhonism, in which he argues that intellectual skepticism is 
the best route to peace of mind (ataraxia). 

Following the pre-Socratic philosopher Parmenides, the skeptics begin with the dis- 
tinction between the way things appear to us and the way things really are. The pre- 
Socratic, Plato, and Aristotle have very different theories about what things really are, 


19David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1888. 
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and their disagreements gave the skeptics the insight that picking one versus another of 
those theories was ultimately arbitrary and dogmatic. We should be reminded of how 
John Locke was dismissive of the metaphysicians that preceded him. So, too, people 
have very different preferences with regard to how to live and what is valuable. But to 
insist that one set of preferences or values is the right one is again arbitrary and dog- 
matic. There is no “criterion” for truth, for any proposed criterion needs to be supported 
by more basic truths, and this leads to what Aristotle called an infinite regress. Thus the 
skeptics conclusion is that we must “suspend judgment.” One can and should always go 
on questioning, never falling back on a dogmatic final answer. But this suspension of 
judgment, Sextus argues, is not frustrating, once one has actually accepted its necessity, 
and will lead to an optimal way of living, peace of mind or happiness. Skepticism can- 
not eliminate the misfortunes and tragedies to which human beings are vulnerable, but 
it can and does eliminate the intellectual confusion, frustration, and defensiveness that 
results from our natural tendency to dogmatize and insist that what we know is indeed 
the truth. 


FROM OUTLINES OF PYRRHONISM 
BY SEXTUS EMPIRICUS20 


OF THE MAIN DIFFERENCE BETWEEN PHILOSOPHIC SYSTEMS 


The natural result of any investigation is that the investigators either discover the 
object of search or deny that it is discoverable and confess it to be in-apprehensible 
or persist in their search. So, too, with regard to the objects investigated by philoso- 
phy, this is probably why some have claimed to have discovered the truth, others 
have asserted that it cannot be apprehended, while others again go on inquiring. 
Those who believe they have discovered it are the “Dogmatists,” specially so 
called—Aristotle, for example, and Epicurus and the Stoics and certain others; Aca- 
demics treat it as inapprehensible: the Sceptics keep on searching. Hence it seems 
reasonable to hold that the main types of philosophy are three—the Dogmatic, the 
Academic, and the Sceptic. Of the other systems it will best become others to 
speak: our task at present is to describe in outline the Sceptic doctrine. 
eee 

The Sceptic School is also called “Pyrrhonean” from the fact that Pyrrho appears 
to us to have applied himself to Scepticism more thoroughly and more conspicu- 
ously than his predecessors. 


WHAT SCEPTICISM IS 


Scepticism is an ability, or mental attitude, which opposes appearances to judg- 
ments in any way whatsoever, with the result that, owing to the equipollence of 
the objects and reasons thus opposed, we are brought firstly to a state of mental 


*Reprinted by permission of the publishers and the Loeb Classical Library from Outlines of Pyrrhonism 
Sextus Empiricus, trans. R. G. Bury, Cambridge, MA Harvard University Press, 1933. i 
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suspense and next to a state of “unperturbedness” or quietude. Now we call it an 
“ability” not in any subtle sense, but simply in respect of its “being able.” By “ap- 
pearances” we now mean the objects of sense-perception, whence we contrast 
them with the objects of thought or “judgements.” The phrase “in any way what- 
soever” can be connected either with the word “ability,” to make us take the 
word “ability,” as we said, in its simple sense, or with the phrase “opposing appear- 
ances to judgements”; for inasmuch as we oppose these in a variety of ways— 
appearances to appearances, or judgements to judgements, or alternando appear- 
ances to judgements—in order to ensure the inclusion of all these antitheses we 
employ the phrase “in any way whatsoever.” Or, again, we join “in any way whatso- 
ever” to “appearances and judgements” in order that we may not have to inquire 
how the appearances appeat or how the thought-objects are judged, but may take 
these terms in the simple sense. The phrase “opposed judgements” we do not em- 
ploy in the sense of negations and affirmations only but simply as equivalent to 
“conflicting judgements.” “Equipollence” we use of equality in respect of probabil- 
ity and improbability, to indicate that no one of the conflicting judgements takes 
precedence of any other as being more probable. “Suspense” is a state of mental 
rest owing to which we neither deny nor affirm anything. “Quietude” is an untrou- 
bled and tranquil condition of soul. And how quietude enters the soul along with 
suspension of judgement we shall explain in [“What Is the End of Scepticism?” ]. 
eee 


OF THE PRINCIPLES OF SCEPTICISM 


The originating cause of Scepticism is, we say, the hope of attaining quietude. Men 
of talent, who were perturbed by the contradictions of things and in doubt as to 
which of the alternatives they ought to accept, were led on to inquire what is true in 
things and what false, hoping by the settlement of this question to attain quietude. 
The main basic principle of the Sceptic system is that of opposing to every proposi- 
tion an equal proposition; for we believe that as a consequence of this we end by 
ceasing to dogmatize. 


DOES THE SCEPTIC DOGMATIZE? 


When we say that the Sceptic refrains from dogmatizing we do not use the term 
“dogma,” as some do, in the broader sense of “approval of a thing” (for the Sceptic 
gives assent to the feelings which are the necessary results of sense-impressions, 
and he would not, for example, say when feeling hot or cold “I believe that I am not 
hot or cold”); but we say that “he does not dogmatize” using “dogma” in the sense, 
which some give it, of “assent to one of the non-evident objects of scientific in- 
quiry”; for the Pyrrhonean philosopher assents to nothing that is non-evident. 
Moreover, even in the act of enunciating the Sceptic formulae concerning things 
non-evident-—such as the formula “No more (one thing than another),” or the for- 
mula “I determine nothing,” or any of the others which we shall presently men- 
tion—he does not dogmatize. For whereas the dogmatizer posits the things about 
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which he is said to be dogmatizing as really existent, the Sceptic does not posit 
these formulae in any absolute sense; for he conceives that, just as the formula “All 
things are false” asserts the falsity of itself as well as of everything else, as does the 
formula “Nothing is true,” so also the formula “No more” asserts that itself, like all 
the rest, is “No more (this than that),” and thus cancels itself along with the rest. 
And of the other formulae we say the same. If then, while the dogmatizer posits the 
matter of his dogma as substantial truth, the Sceptic enunciates his formulae so that 
they are virtually cancelled by themselves, he should not be said to dogmatize in his 
enunciation of them. And, most important of all, in his enunciation of these formu- 
lae he states what appears to himself and announces his own impression in an un- 
dogmatic way, without making any positive assertion regarding the external 
realities. 

ooe 


DO THE SCEPTICS ABOLISH APPEARANCES? 


Those who say that “the Sceptics abolish appearances,” or phenomena, seem to me 
to be unacquainted with the statements of our School. For, as we said above, we do 
not overthrow the affective sense-impressions which induce our assent involuntar- 
ily; and these impressions are “the appearances.” And when we question whether 
the underlying object is such as it appears, we grant the fact that it appears, and 
our doubt does not concern the appearance itself but the account given of the ap- 
pearance—and that is a different thing from questioning the appearance itself. For 
example, honey appears to us to be sweet (and this we grant, for we perceive sweet- 
ness through the senses), but whether it is also sweet in its essence is for us a matter 
of doubt, since this is not an appearance but a judgement regarding the appearance. 
eee 


OF THE CRITERION OF SCEPTICISM 


That we adhere to appearances is plain from what we say about the Criterion of the 
Sceptic School. The word “Criterion” is used in two senses: in the one it means 
“the standard regulating belief in reality or unreality” (and this we shall discuss in 
our refutation); in the other it denotes the standard of action by conforming to 
which in the conduct of life we perform some actions and abstain from others; and 
it is of the latter that we are now speaking. The criterion, then, of the Sceptic 
School is, we say, the appearance, giving this name to what is virtually the sense- 
presentation. For since this lies in feeling and involuntary affection, it is not open to 
question. Consequently, no one, I suppose, disputes that the underlying object has 
this or that appearance; the point in dispute is whether the object is in reality such 
as it appears to be. 

Adhering, then, to appearances we live in accordance with the normal rules of 
life, undogmatically, seeing that we cannot remain wholly inactive. And it would 
seem that this regulation of life is fourfold, and that one part of it lies in the guid- 
ance of Nature, another in the constraint of the passions, another in the tradition of 
laws and customs, another in the instruction of the arts. Nature’s guidance is that by 
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which we are naturally capable of sensation and thought; constraint of the passions 
is that whereby hunger drives us to food and thirst to drink; tradition of customs 
and laws, that whereby we regard piety in the conduct of life as good, but impiety 
as evil; instruction of the arts, that whereby we are not inactive in such arts as we 
adopt. But we make all these statements undogmatically. 


WHAT IS THE END OF SCEPTICISM? 


An “End” is “that for which all actions or reasonings are undertaken, while it exists 
for the sake of none”; or, otherwise, “the ultimate object of appetency.” We assert 
still that the Sceptic’s End is quietude in respect of matters of opinion and moderate 
feeling in respect of things unavoidable. For the Sceptic, having set out to philoso- 
phize with the object of passing judgement on the sense-impressions and ascer- 
taining which of them are true and which false, so as to attain quietude thereby, 
found himself involved in contradictions of equal weight, and being unable to de- 
cide between them suspended judgement; and as he was thus in suspense there 
followed, as it happened, the state of quietude in respect of matters of opinion. For 
the man who opines that anything is by nature good or bad is for ever being dis- 
quieted: when he is without the things which he deems good he believes himself to 
be tormented by things naturally bad and he pursues after the things which are, as 
he thinks, good; which when he has obtained he keeps falling into still more per- 
turbations because of his irrational and immoderate elation, and in his dread of a 
change of fortune he uses every endeavour to avoid losing the things which he 
deems good. On the other hand, the man who determines nothing as to what is nat- 
urally good or bad neither shuns nor pursues anything eagerly; and, in consequence, 
he is unperturbed. 


+ How is Sextus Empiricus’ skepticism different from Hume's? 
In what ways is it obviously similar? 


Nagarjuna, an Indian Buddhist philosopher (probably a Mahayana Buddhist of the 
late second century C.£.), begins his philosophy with a denial of our knowledge of cau- 
sation, where Hume skeptically concluded his argument. The following the very first 
verse (after the dedication) of his Madhyamaka-Karikdas. 


rrom MADHYAMAKA-KARIKAS 
By NAGARJUNA?! 


No existents whatsoever are evident anywhere that are arisen from themselves, 
from another, from both, or from a non-cause. 


Thus, Nagarjuna has a logic that includes four concepts of cause: self-causation, ex- 
ternal causation, joint causation, and noncausation (or eternality). But there is no per- 
25All passages from the Madhyamaka-Karikas are from Nagarjuna: The Philosophy of the Middle, wans. 
David J. Kalupuhana, Albany: SUNY Press, 1986 
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ception of anything being caused by any of them. In other words, Nagarjuna claims, just 
as Hume does, that we have no impression of cause; indeed like Hume he says that 
without cause, we have no impression of “things” (or substances) at all. 

In fact, Nagarjuna denies the existence of substance entirely. And without the notion 
of substance, the question of the possibility of knowledge is very different than it was 
for the other thinkers at whom we have looked in this chapter. So far, the sense in which 
“knowledge” has been understood is as knowledge of whether and how a thing exists. 
When Hume proved to his satisfaction that we couldn’t know the nature and existence 
of substances, he concluded that knowledge was impossible. Nagarjuna, instead, pur- 
sues an epistemology in the absence of substance and causation. Where Hume says that 
we simply must, as is our custom, rely on the concept of cause, Nagarjuna says we are 
bound, if we are dedicated empiricists, to change our custom. 


A condition of an effect that is either non-existent or existent is not proper. Of 
what non-existent [effect] is a condition? Of what use is a condition of the existent 
[effect]? (1:6) 

Since a thing that is existent or non-existent or both existent and non-existent is 
not produced, how pertinent in that context would a producing cause be? (1:7) 


Thus, Nagarjuna advocates pursuing a more “appropriate” logic, which he calls—after 
the Buddhist doctrine—an “analysis in terms of emptiness (siinyata).” Such an analysis 
involves limiting our claims to what we can know, that is, impressions. 


Seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, and mind 


How ca $ 
n that are the six faculties. Their spheres consist of the object 


which does not of seeing, etc. (II: 1) 
perceive itself, Seeing does not perceive itself, its own form. How 
can that which does not perceive itself, see others? 


2 
see others: qI:2) 


We have no knowledge and should make no claims, therefore, to the effect that we see, 
hear, taste, touch, smell, or intellect a substance. There exist only instances of seeing- 
being seen, hearing-being heard, and so on, even in the case of thinking-being thought. 


Seeing does not perceive (i.e., “know a thing”), nor does non-seeing perceive. One 
should admit that a seer is explained by [the analysis of] seeing itself. (II: 5) 


Thus, neither the seer nor the form seen are independent substances. Rather, they are 
“empty” of substance. Since our experience is ample evidence of the mutual depen- 
dence of sensation and sensed-form, Nāgārjuna felt that the burden of proof lay upon 
the believer in substance. Thus, his “emptiness” was not, as it was for Hume, a dark and 
threatening realization that demanded the end of his investigation, but rather, an oppor 
tunity for a wealth of valuable analyses of experience. The believer in substance, in a 
sense, has dug his own pit whether he is an empiricist or a rationalist, because all the ev- 
idence of experience is unavailable to him. 


G. DOUBLE VISION: A NON-WESTERN FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE 247 


When an analysis is made in terms of emptiness, whosoever were to address a refu- 
tation, all that is left unrefuted by him will be equal to what is yet to be proved. 
(IV:8) 

When an explanation in terms of emptiness is given, whosoever were to address 
a censure, all that is left uncensured by him will be equal to what is yet to be 
proved. (IV:9) 


+ In what ways is Nagarjuna’s apparent skepticism similar to 
Hume’s? In what ways is it different? 


G. DOUBLE VISION: A NON-WESTERN 
FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE 


The example of Nagarjuna shows that what counts for knowledge may differ from cul- 
ture to culture. It seems that religious background, national ancestry, and other social 
distinctions may affect the epistemological project. (In the case of Nagarjuna, for ex- 
ample, his access to the Buddhist concepts of “emptiness” and “nonself” gave him the 
opportunity to think about knowledge in different terms than were apparently available 
to the modern European rationalists and empiricists.) One important distinction which 
has recently come to epistemologists’ attention is the difference between the sexes. 

To an empiricist, goes one feminist claim, if women can be shown to have different 
sense-experiences from men (which they surely do), then women must have a very dif- 
ferent sort of knowledge. To a rationalist, if women have a different “nature” or way of 
reasoning than do men, then one must admit that women have a very different sort of 
knowledge. Different interests and different backgrounds, perhaps, lead different peo- 
ple to set different criteria for knowledge. 

But if gender makes a difference and cultural heritage makes a difference, imagine 
the combination. Uma Narayan, a feminist philosopher from Bombay, does just that. 


ON FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGY 
py UMA NARAYAN? 


A fundamental thesis of feminist epistemology is that our location in the world as 
women makes it possible for us to perceive and understand different aspects of both 
the world and human activities in ways that challenge the male bias of existing per- 
spectives. Feminist epistemology is a particular manifestation of the general insight 
that the nature of women’s experiences as individuals and as social beings, our con- 
tributions to work, culture, knowledge, and our history and political interests have 


Uma Narayan, “The Project of Feminist Epistemology: Perspectives from a Non-Western Feminist,” in 
Gender/Body/Knowledge, ed. Alison M. Jagger and Susan R. Bordo. Copyright © 1989 by Rutgers, The State 
University. Reprinted by permission. 
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been systematically ignored or misrepresented by mainstream discourses in differ- 
ent areas. 

Women have been often excluded from prestigious areas of human activity 
(for example, politics or science) and this has often made these activities seem 
clearly “male.” In areas where women were not excluded (for example, subsistence 
work), their contribution has been misrepresented as secondary and inferior to 
that of men. Feminist epistemology sees mainstream theories about various human 
enterprises, including mainstream theories about human knowledge, as one- 
dimensional and deeply flawed because of the exclusion and misrepresentation of 
women’s contributions. 

Feminist epistemology suggests that integrating women’s contribution into the 
domain of science and knowledge will not constitute a mere adding of details; it 
will not merely widen the canvas but result in a shift of perspective enabling us to 
see a very different picture. The inclusion of women’s perspective will not merely 
amount to women participating in greater numbers in the existing practice of sci- 
ence and knowledge, but it will change the very nature of these activities and their 
self-understanding. 

It would be misleading to suggest that feminist epistemology is a homogenous 
and cohesive enterprise. Its practitioners differ both philosophically and politically 
in a number of significant ways (Harding 1986). But an important theme on its 
agenda has been to undermine the abstract, rationalistic, and universal image of the 
scientific enterprise by using several different strategies. It has studied, for instance, 
how contingent historical factors have colored both scientific theories and practices 
and provided the (often sexist) metaphors in which scientists have conceptualized 
their activity (Bordo 1986; Keller 1985; Harding and O’ Barr 1987). It has tried to 
reintegrate values and emotions into our account of our cognitive activities, arguing 
for both the inevitability of their presence and the importance of the contributions 
they are capable of making to our knowledge. . . . It has also attacked various sets 
of dualisms characteristic of western philosophical thinking —reason versus emo- 
tion, culture versus nature, universal versus particular—in which the first of each 
set is identified with science, rationality, and the masculine and the second is rele- 
gated to the nonscientific, the nonrational, and the feminine. 

eee 

At the most general level, feminist epistemology resembles the efforts of many 
oppressed groups to reclaim for themselves the value of their own experience. The 
writing of novels that focused on working-class life in England or the lives of black 
people in the United States shares a motivation similar to that of feminist episte- 
mology—to depict an experience different from the norm and to assert the value of 
this difference. 

In a similar manner, feminist epistemology also resembles attempts by third- 
world writers and historians to document the wealth and complexity of local eco- 
nomic and social structures that existed prior to colonialism. These attempts are 
useful for their ability to restore to colonized peoples a sense of the richness of their 

own history and culture. These projects also mitigate the tendency of intellectuals 
in former colonies who are westernized through their education to think that any- 
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thing western is necessarily better and more “progressive.” In some cases, such 
studies help to preserve the knowledge of many local arts, crafts, lore, and tech- 
niques that were part of the former way of life before they are lost not only to prac- 
tice but even to memory. 

These enterprises are analogous to feminist epistemology’s project of restoring 
to women a sense of the richness of their history, to mitigate our tendency to see the 
stereotypically “masculine” as better or more progressive, and to preserve for pos- 
terity the contents of “feminine” areas of knowledge and expertise—medical lore, 
knowledge associated with the practices of childbirth and child rearing, tradition- 
ally feminine crafts, and so on. Feminist epistemology, like these other enterprises, 
must attempt to balance the assertion of the value of a different culture or experi- 
ence against the dangers of romanticizing it to the extent that the limitations and 
oppressions it confers on its subjects are ignored. 

oe 

I think that one of the most interesting insights of feminist epistemology is the 
view that oppressed groups, whether women, the poor, or racial minorities, may de- 
rive an “epistemic advantage” from having knowledge of the practices of both their 
own contexts and those of their oppressors. The practices of the dominant groups 
(for instance, men) govern a society; the dominated group (for instance, women) 
must acquire some fluency with these practices in order to survive in that society. 

There is no similar pressure on members of the dominant group to acquire 
knowledge of the practices of the dominated groups. For instance, colonized people 

had to learn the language and culture of their coloniz- 
The oppressed are ers. The colonizers seldom found it necessary to have 
° more than a sketchy acquaintance with the language 
seS ag having and culture of the “natives.” Thus, the oppressed are 
an epistemic seen as having an “epistemic advantage” because they 
advantage g can operate with two sets of practices and in two dif- 
because th ey ferent contexts. This advantage is thought to lead to 
critical insights because each framework provides a 


can operate critical perspective on the other. 

with two sets I would like to balance this account with a few com- 
of pra ctices and ments about the stat side,” the disadvantages, of be- 

i ? ing able to or of having to inhabit two mutually 

in two differ ent incompatible frameworks that provide differing per- 
contexts. spectives on social reality. I suspect that nonwestern 


feminists, given the often complex and troublesome in- 

terrelationships between the contexts they must inhabit, are less likely to express 
unqualified enthusiasm about the benefits of straddling a multiplicity of contexts. 
Mere access to two different and incompatible contexts is not a guarantee that a 
critical stance on the part of an individual will result. There are many ways in 
which she may deal with the situation. 

First, the person may be tempted to dichotomize her life and reserve the frame- 
work of a different context for each part. The middle class of nonwestern countries 
supplies numerous examples of people who are very westernized in public life but 
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who return to a very traditional lifestyle in the realm of the family. Women may 
choose to live their public lives in a “male” mode, displaying characteristics of ag- 
gressiveness, competition, and so on, while continuing to play dependent and com- 
pliant roles in their private lives. The pressures of jumping between two different 
lifestyles may be mitigated by justifications of how each pattern of behavior is ap- 
propriate to its particular context and of how it enables them to “get the best of both 
worlds.” 

Second, the individual may try to reject the practices of her own context and try 
to be as much as possible like members of the dominant group. Westernized intel- 
lectuals in the nonwestern world often may almost lose knowledge of their own cul- 
tures and practices and be ashamed of the little that they do still know. Women may 
try both to acquire stereotypically male characteristics, like aggressiveness, and to 
expunge stereotypically female characteristics, like emotionality. Or the individual 
could try to reject entirely the framework of the dominant group and assert the 
virtues of her own despite the risks of being marginalized from the power structures 
of the society; consider, for example, women who seek a certain sort of security in 
traditionally defined roles. 

The choice to inhabit two contexts critically is an alternative to these choices 
and, I would argue, a more useful one. But the presence of alternative contexts does 
not by itself guarantee that one of the other choices will not be made. Moreover, the 
decision to inhabit two contexts critically, although it may lead to an “epistemic ad- 
vantage.” is likely to exact a certain price. It may lead to a sense of totally lacking 
roots or any space where one is at home in a relaxed manner. 

This sense of alienation may be minimized if the critical straddling of two con- 
texts is part of an ongoing critical politics, due to the support of others and a deeper 
understanding of what is going on. When it is not so rooted, it may generate am- 
bivalence, uncertainty, despair, and even madness, rather than more positive critical 
emotions and attitudes. However such a person determines her locus, there may be 
a sense of being an outsider in both contexts and a sense of clumsiness or lack of 
fluency in both sets of practices. Consider this simple linguistic example: most peo- 
ple who learn two different languages that are associated with two very different 
cultures seldom acquire both with equal fluency; they may find themselves devoid 
of vocabulary in one language for certain contexts of life or be unable to match real 
objects with terms they have acquired in their vocabulary. For instance, people from 
my sort of background would know words in Indian languages for some spices, 
fruits, and vegetables that they do not know in English. Similarly, they might be un- 
able to discuss “technical” subjects like economics or biology in their own lan- 
guages because they learned about these subjects and acquired their technical 
vocabularies only in English. 

The relation between the two contexts the individual inhabits may not be simple 
or straightforward. The individual subject is seldom in a position to carry out a per- 
fect “dialectical synthesis” that preserves all the advantages of both contexts and 
transcends all their problems. There may be a number of different “syntheses,” each 
of which avoids a different subset of the problems and preserves a different subset 
of the benefits. 
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No solution may be perfect or even palatable to the agent confronted with a 
choice. For example, some Indian feminists may find some western modes of dress 
(say trousers) either more comfortable or more their “style” than some local modes 
of dress. However, they may find that wearing the local mode of dress is less so- 
cially troublesome, alienates them less from more traditional people they want to 
work with, and so on. Either choice is bound to leave them partly frustrated in their 
desires. 

Feminist theory must be temperate in the use it makes of this doctrine of “double 
vision” —the claim that oppressed groups have an epistemic advantage and access 
to greater critical conceptual space. Certain types and contexts of oppression cer- 
tainly may bear out the truth of this claim. Others certainly do not seem to do so; 
and even if they do provide space for critical insights, they may also rule out the 
possibility of actions subversive of the oppressive state of affairs. 

Certain kinds of oppressive contexts, such as the contexts in which women of 
my grandmother’s background lived, rendered their subjects entirely devoid of 
skills required to function as independent entities in the culture. Girls were married 
off barely past puberty, trained for nothing beyond household tasks and the rearing 
of children, and passed from economic dependency on their fathers to economic de- 
pendency on their husbands to economic dependency on their sons in old age. Their 
criticisms of their lot were articulated, if at all, in terms that precluded a desire for 
any radical change. They saw themselves sometimes as personally unfortunate, but 
they did not locate the causes of their misery in larger social arrangements. 

I conclude by stressing that the important insight incorporated in the doctrine of 
“double vision” should not be reified into a metaphysics that serves as a substitute 
for concrete social analysis. Furthermore, the alternative to “buying” into an op- 
pressive social system need not be a celebration of exclusion and the mechanisms 
of marginalization. The thesis that oppression may bestow an epistemic advantage 
should not tempt us in the direction of idealizing or romanticizing oppression and 
blind us to its real material and psychic deprivations. 


+ How does gender supposedly make a difference in our abil- 
ity to know? 

è In what ways is epistemology “one-sided and deeply 
flawed”? 

Do you think that a feminist epistemology diminishes our 
ability to have universal and objective knowledge? 


H. A CONTEMPORARY CONUNDRUM: 
KNOWLEDGE AS JUSTIFIED TRUE BELIEF 


Contemporary “analytic” epistemology has been understandably intrigued by a brief ar- 
gument put forward by Massachusetts philosopher Edmund Gettier illustrating as well 
as any moment in the history of philosophy both the philosophical obsession with nec- 
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essary and sufficient conditions and the skillful employment of counter-examples (see 
pp. 30-32). In the many arguments that make up the history of the philosophical study 
of knowledge, one basic definition or theory of knowledge has been almost universally 
accepted, and that is that knowledge is justified true belief. If a belief isn’t true, it can’t 
be known, and even if a belief is true, it isn’t part of knowledge unless it is also justified. 
Theories about the justification of belief abound, but most appeal to some sense of 
proof or evidence, and the idea is that if such justification for a true belief exists (even if 
that justification depends on the testimony or authority of others), the belief is an item 
of knowledge. What Gettier shows is that this idea isn’t so straightforward as it has 
seemed, and his two counter-examples have provided the models for a great deal of con- 
temporary philosophical criticism on a wide variety of topics. Whenever a philosophi- 
cal theory presents us with a set of necessary and sufficient conditions, the reader is 
invited to invent a clever counter-example that forces the philosopher to reconsider and 
revise his theory. 


FROM “IS JUSTIFIED TRUE BELIEF KNOWLEDGE?” 
spy EDMUND L. GETTIER3 


Various attempts have been made in recent years to state necessary and sufficient 
conditions for someone’s knowing a given proposition. The attempts have often 
been such that they can be stated in a form similar to the following [perhaps sug- 
gested by Plato in the Theatetus and the Meno): 


a. S knows that P JFF 
i Piste, 
ii. S believes that P, and 
iii. S is justified in believing that P. 


For example, [Roderick] Chisholm has held that the following gives the necessary 
and sufficient conditions for knowledge: 


b. S knows that P ZFF 
i. S accepts P, 
ii. S has adequate evidence for P, and 
iii. P is true. 


A. J. Ayer has stated the necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge as fol- 
lows: 


c. S knows that P /FF 
i. P is true, 
ii. S is sure that P is true, and 
iii. S has the right to be sure that P is true. 


Edmund L. Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” in Analysis 23 (1963): 121-123. 
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I shall argue that (a) is false in that the conditions stated therein do not constitute a 
sufficient condition for the truth of the proposition that S knows that P. The same ar- 
gument will show that (b) and (c) fail if “has adequate evidence for” or “has the 
right to be sure that” is substituted for “is justified in believing that” throughout. 

I shall begin by noting two points. First, in that sense of “justified” in which S’s 
being justified in believing P is a necessary condition of S’s knowing that P, it is 
possible for a person to be justified in believing a proposition that is in fact false. 
Secondly, for any proposition P, if S is justified in believing P, and P entails Q, and 
S deduces Q from P and accepts Q as a result of this deduction, then S is justified in 
believing Q. Keeping these two points in mind, I shall now present two cases in 
which the conditions stated in (a) are true for some proposition, though it is at the 
same time false that the person in question knows that proposition. 


CASE I 


Suppose that Smith and Jones have applied for a certain job. And suppose that 
Smith has strong evidence for the following conjunctive proposition: 


d. Jones is the man who will get the job, and Jones has ten coins in his pocket. 


Smith’s evidence for (d) might be that the president of the company assured him 
that Jones would in the end be selected, and that he, Smith, had counted the coins in 
Jones’s pocket ten minutes ago. Proposition (d) entails: 


e. The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket. 


the grounds of (d), for which he has strong evidence. In this case, Smith is clearly 
justified in believing that (e) is true. 

But imagine, further, that unknown to Smith, he himself, not Jones, will get the 
job. And, also, unknown to Smith, he himself has ten coins in his pocket. Proposi- 
tion (e) is then true, though proposition (d), from which Smith inferred (e), is false. 
In our example, then, all of the following are true: (7) (e) is true, (ii) Smith believes 
that (e) is true, and (iii) Smith is justified in believing that (e) is true. But it is 
equally clear that Smith does not know that (e) is true; for (e) is true in virtue of the 
number of coins in Smith’s pocket, while Smith does not know how many coins are 
in Smith’s pocket, and bases his belief in (e) on a count of the coins in Jones’s 
pocket, whom he falsely believes to be the man who will get the job. 


CASE II 
Let us suppose that Smith has strong evidence for the following proposition: 
f. Jones owns a Ford. 


Smith’s evidence might be that Jones has at all times in the past within Smith’s 
memory owned a car, and always a Ford, and that Jones has just offered Smith a 
ride while driving a Ford. Let us imagine, now, that Smith has another friend, 
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Brown, of whose whereabouts he is totally ignorant. Smith selects three place 
names quite at random and constructs the following three propositions: 


g. Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Boston. 
h. Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Barcelona. 
i. Either Jones owns a Ford, or Brown is in Brest-Litovsk. 


Each of these propositions is entailed by (f). Imagine that Smith realizes the entail- 
ment of each of these propositions he has constructed by (f), and proceeds to accept 
(g), (h), and (i) on the basis of (f). Smith has correctly inferred (g), (h), and (i) from 
a proposition for which he has strong evidence. Smith is therefore completely justi- 
fied in believing each of these three propositions. Smith, of course, has no idea 
where Brown is. 

But imagine now that two further conditions hold. First, Jones does not own a 
Ford, but is at present driving a rented car. And secondly, by the sheerest coinci- 
dence, and entirely unknown to Smith, the place mentioned in proposition (h) hap- 
pens really to be the place where Brown is. If these two conditions hold, then Smith 
does not know that (h) is true, even though (i) (h) is true, (ii) Smith does believe 
that (h) is true, and (iii) Smith is justified in believing that (h) is true. 

These two examples show that definition (a) does not state a sufficient condition 
for someone’s knowing a given proposition. The same cases, with appropriate 
changes, will suffice to show that neither definition (b) nor definition (c) do so 
either. 


What are we to make of this? One virtue of such “Gettier-type” examples is that they 
force us to be very careful in putting forward philosophical theories in terms of neces- 
sary and sufficient conditions. But philosophers have also taken the persuasiveness of 
such counter-examples to suggest that philosophical theories as such are problematic 
and that the search for necessary and sufficient conditions is itself a mistake, as we shall 
see in the historical sketch from Kant to the pragmatism and hermeneutics in the fol- 
lowing chapter. 


+ ls justified true belief knowledge? How would you respond 
to Gettier's argument? 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


Epistemology is the study of human knowledge—what we can know, how we can know 
it, and what we cannot know. In this sense, epistemology and metaphysics are comple- 
mentary disciplines. Epistemology becomes the method of approach to the knowledge 
of the way the world really is. For some philosophers, for example, Descartes, this ap- 
proach places its primary trust in reason; accordingly, they are called rationalists. For 
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other philosophers, for example, Locke, the preferred approach is to trust the senses and 
experience; they are called empiricists. The problem for both the rationalists and the 
empiricists is to get beyond the mere appearance of things to the reality behind them. 
The rationalist tries to do this by appealing to intuition and certain principles from 
which he or she can deduce the way the world really is. The empiricist, on the other 
hand, appeals to his or her experiences, trying to find there evidence for the nature of re- 
ality. For both views, however, the danger is that their methods do not always seem to 
achieve as much as they would like. Rationalists disagree about which principles to start 
with and which intuitions to trust. Empiricists find that their own method of experience 
makes it impossible to say anything about what lies beyond experience. Thus Berkeley 
argues that only our ideas (including God) and the minds that have these ideas exist, 
and Hume concludes that we can never know anything about reality, but only about our 
own associations of ideas. Epistemologists are still working on more satisfactory an- 
swers to the questions of knowledge, and still trying to defeat or defend once and for 
all the skeptical conclusions so brilliantly argued by Hume and other skeptics centuries 
ago. But some are turning to other traditions in an attempt to understand alternative 
approaches to knowledge and the limitations that may be built into our way of seeing 
the world. The differences between the sexes have also been added to our questions 
about knowledge. Do women and men know the world differently? How personal 
is knowledge—how relative to the individual and his or her cultural context and 
biology? Finally, we considered a prevalent view of knowledge as justified true belief 
and used that to reexamine the very idea of analysis in terms of necessary and sufficient 
conditions. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. Hume and Nagarjuna both believed that cause and effect was not justifiable. Com- 
pare and contrast the arguments that each philosopher used. Nagarjuna looks at his 
conclusion and forms a new epistemology. What would Hume say about 
Nagarjuna’s new epistemology? 

. Can you think of any way for Locke to defend his claim that substances exist, but 
we do not know what they are? How would Locke respond to Berkeley’s conclu- 
sion that we can only know ideas? 

3. Descartes reestablishes his system of beliefs because of his famous statement “I am 
a thing that thinks.” Where is the place of the thing that thinks in Locke’s system? 
Explain the difference between inductive and deductive reasoning and how it ap- 
plies to the systems of Descartes and Locke. 

4. How would you characterize skepticism? In what way have the various thinkers re- 

sponded to the skeptics’ challenge? How might the skeptic reply in each case? 

. Explain the difficulties associated with rationalism and empiricism. 

6. Can you think of any alternative? What would an epistemology that combines the 
two look like? How might this view respond to Hume's criticisms? 


N 


A 
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GLOSSARY 


appearance The way something seems to us, through our senses. Usually philosophers worry 
about something’s being a mere appearance, such that it bears no faithful resemblance to the 
reality of which it is the appearance. 

a priori (knowledge) “Before experience,” or more accurately, independent of all experience. 
A priori knowledge is always necessary, for there can be no imaginable instances that would 
refute it and no intelligible doubting of it. One might come to know something a priori 
through experience (for example, you might find out that no parallel lines ever touch each 
other by drawing tens of thousands of parallel lines) but what is essential to a priori knowl- 
edge is that no such experience is needed. Knowledge is a priori if it can be proven inde- 
pendently of experience. The most obvious examples of a priori knowledge are analytic 
sentences, such as “a horse is an animal,” and “if all men are mammals and Socrates is a 
man, then Socrates is a mammal.” 

association of ideas A central idea of empiricist philosophy, according to which all knowledge 
is composed of separate ideas that are connected by their resemblance to one another (e.g., 
“this one looks exactly like that one”), by their contiguity in space and time (e.g., “every 
time I see this, I see that as well”), and by their causality (e.g., “every time a thing of that 
sort happens it is followed by something of this sort”). (The three different “associations” 
here are Hume’s.) 

causal theory of perception The view that our experience (our sensations and ideas) are the ef- 
fects of physical objects acting upon our sense organs (which are thereby the causes). 

causation or causality The relation of cause and effect, one event's bringing about another ac- 
cording to natural law. In Hume, (1) one event's following another necessarily (or so it seems 
to us); (2) one type of event regularly following another (see association of ideas). 

cause That which produces an effect; an event (or state of affairs, object, act, or person) that 
brings about another event. 

cogito, ergo sum Or “I think, therefore I am” is Descartes’ only principle that he finds “be- 
yond doubt” and “perfectly certain.” (“Think” here refers to any kind of idea or experience 
in the mind, not just what we would call “thinking.”) It is the premise of his entire philos- 
ophy. 

criterion A sure mark or standard. In ancient skepticism, a sufficient guarantee of truth. 

datum Latin, literally, “what is given.” (plural, data) 

empiricism The philosophy that demands that all knowledge, except for certain logical truths 
and principles of mathematics, comes from experience. British empiricism is often used to 
refer specifically to the three philosophers Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. It is still very much 
alive, however, and includes Bertrand Russell in our own century and a great many philoso- 
phers of the past forty years who have called themselves “logical empiricists” (better known 
as logical positivists). 
emptiness In Buddhism, in Nagarjuna, being without substance: the proper understanding of 
being as without substance. 
epistemology The study of human knowledge, its nature, its sources, its justification. 
explanation An account—usually a causal account—of something; it is opposed to justifi- 
cation, which also defends, One can, for example, explain one’s action (say, by claiming that 
he or she was drunk) without thereby justifying it, that is, showing it to be right. Hume ulti- 
mately explains our knowledge but does not justify it. 
generalization from experience (or inductive generalization) Inference from observation, ex- 
perience, and experiment to a generalization about all members of a certain class. For exam- 


GLOSSARY 257 


ple, in a laboratory, a researcher finds that certain experiments on tobacco plants always have 
the same result. He or she generalizes, through induction, from experimental observations to 
a claim (or hypothesis) about all tobacco plants. But notice that this generalization is never 
certain (like the generalization in geometry from a proof of a theorem about this triangle to a 
theorem about all triangles). It might always turn out that there was a fluke in the experiment 
or that he/she chose a peculiar sample of plants. 

Hume’s fork Hume's insistence that every belief be justified either as a “relation between 
ideas” or as a “matter of fact.” 

idea In epistemology, almost any mental phenomenon (not, as in Plato, with existence inde- 
pendent of individual minds). The terminology varies slightly; Locke uses “idea” to refer to 
virtually any “mental content”; Hume reserves “idea” for those mental atoms that are derived 
by the mind from impressions. 

impression Hume’s word for sensations or sense-data, that which is given to the mind through 
the senses. 

induction; inductive reasoning; inductive generalization Induction is the process of inferring 
general conclusions (for example, “all swans are white”) from a sufficiently large sample of 
particular observations (“this swan is white, that swan is white, and that one, and that one, 
and that one . ..”). It is usually contrasted with deduction, in that, while deductive reasoning 
guarantees that the conclusion shall be as certain as the premises, induction never gives us a 
conclusion as certain as the premises. Its conclusions are, at most, merely probable. (“There 
might always be some black swan somewhere”; and there are, in Western Australia.) (See “A 
Brief Introduction to Logic,” pp. 20-37.) 

innate ideas Literally, ideas that are “born into the mind.” Locke’s famous attack on such ideas 
took them to be literally ideas that all men share from birth. The rationalist philosophers he 
was supposedly attacking, however, held a much more sophisticated notion; they did not be- 
lieve that ideas were literally “born into us,” but they did believe that we are born with certain 
“innate” capacities and dispositions, which will develop with proper education (and mental 
health). And these ideas, most importantly, can be defended or justified without appeal to any 
particular experiences or experiments. This is the claim that Locke ultimately rejected. 

intuition Immediate knowledge, without the aid of reasoning or inference. It must be stressed, 
however, that intuition is often (even usually) argued to be a function of reason and capable 
of rational insights even if they are, by their very nature, not defensible by any arguments. 

justification An attempt to defend a position or an act, to show that it is correct (or at least rea- 
sonable). (Compare with explanation.) 

masculinist From the point of view of men’s interests and advantage, as opposed to those of 
women. 

necessary and sufficient conditions A is necessary and sufficient for B when A is both logi- 
cally required and enough to guarantee B (“A if and only if B”). 

perception A kind of knowledge, sense experience. 

primary qualities In Locke, those properties (“qualities”) that inhere in the object. 

principle of induction The belief that the laws of nature will continue to hold in the future as 
they have in the past. (Crudely, “the future will be like the past”.) 

principle of universal causation The belief that every event has its cause (or causes). In sci- 
entific circles, it is usually added, “its sufficient natural cause,” in order to eliminate the pos- 
sibility of miracles and divine intervention (which are allowed in Leibniz’s similar but 
broader Principle of Sufficient Reason). 

probable Likely; or supported by the evidence (but not conclusively). The empiricist’s middle 
step between the extremities of certainty and doubt. (Probability is the measure of how prob- 
able something is.) 
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quality In Locke (and other authors), a property. 

rationalism The philosophy that is characterized by its confidence in reason, and intuition in 
particular, to know reality independently of experience. (See reason and intuition.) Continen- 
tal rationalism is usually reserved for three European philosophers, Descartes, Spinoza, and 
Leibniz. 

reason In rationalism the faculty that allows us to know reality, through intuition. In empiri- 
cism, simply the ability to recognize certain principles that are “relations of ideas,” for exam- 
ple, trivial truths (“a cat is an animal”) and, more complicated, principles of arithmetic and 
geometry. Empiricists deny that reason allows us special insight into reality, however; it tells 
us only relations between ideas. 

relations of ideas In empiricism, knowledge that is restricted to the logical and conceptual con- 
nections between ideas, not to the correspondence of those ideas to experience or to reality. 

secondary qualities In Locke, those properties (“qualities”) that are caused in us by objects, 
but do not inhere in the objects themselves (for example, color). 

sensation The experimental result of the stimulation of a sense organ, for example, seeing red, 
hearing a ringing noise, smelling something burning. The simplest of mental phenomena. 

sense-data That which is given to the senses, prior to any reasoning or organization on our part. 

skepticism The philosophical belief (or fear) that knowledge is not possible, and that no 
rational arguments will succeed in overcoming our doubts. 

subjective idealism The view that only ideas and mind exist, and that there are no substances, 
matter, or material objects. In particular, the philosophy of Bishop Berkeley. 

substance A “unit” of existence, a being; something which “stands by itself.” 

Sdnyata Buddhist term for emptiness; see emptiness. 

tabula rasa In Locke’s philosophy, the “blank tablet” metaphor of the mind, in opposition to 
the doctrine that there are innate ideas. In other words, the mind is a “blank” at birth, and 
everything we know must be “stamped in” through experience. 
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The limits of my language mean the limits of my world. 


LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN 


We turned from metaphysics to epistemology because we began to question our ability 
to know “the way the world really is.” Hence, we thought we should first find out what 
we can know. But then after Hume, it seemed that not only were we incapable of doing 
metaphysics but we could not justify even the most ordinary and obvious principles of 
our everyday lives. If we can’t even know with certainty that there is an “external” world, 
then how can we claim to know anything—except, perhaps, our own isolated and limited 
experiences? But then, what is the truth? Surely it cannot be solely a function of our ideas. 
If it is true that there is a bald-headed man in the governor’s mansion, then there must be 
a bald-headed man in the governor’s mansion, not just our impression or idea of him. Fur- 
thermore, if our knowledge of reality is colored by our ideas and “habits” of understand- 
ing and interpretation, could it be possible that reality will be different for different peo- 
ple, who have different ideas and different intellectual and perceptual habits? Did 
Aristotle and the ancient animists live in the same world as John Locke and modern sci- 
entists? Did Confucius share a world with Lao-Tzu and the Buddha? Or were their ideas 
about the world so different that the worlds they lived in were different as well? Is there, 
in that case, any such thing as “the Truth”? Or does it make sense to say that what is true 
for one person might nevertheless be false for someone else? 

The problem of truth has always been central to philosophy. In asking “What is real- 
ity really like?” the ancient philosophers were trying to ascertain the truth behind the 
appearances of reality. Some of them, such as Parmenides and Plato, quite clearly dis- 
tinguished between the True World—or simply “the Truth”—and the world of our 
everyday experiences. Descartes and Locke were both looking for the truth, but in dif- 
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ferent ways, and the difference in their approaches signified a difference in their sense 
of what the truth should be. But they both believed that there was such a thing as the 
Truth, that their preferred philosophical methods would get them the Truth. It is with the 
skeptics—and Hume in particular—that this assurance has broken down. 

The multiplicity of cultures and philosophies—and different types of philosophy— 
also throw open the question of truth. If different cultures and philosophies only dis- 
agree in their perspective and style, then despite their differences it may nonetheless be 
true that there is a truth that all of them describe, but they orient themselves to that truth 
in different ways. It is like the old Persian story about the several blind men fondling an 
elephant, one of whom claims that the beast is as big as a barrel, another that the ele- 
phant is more like a snake, two others that it is like a rope or an ivory sword. But in this 
familiar story it is obvious that the blind men could, by moving around the animal, 
come to agree. 

The real problem arises if it turns out that our various perspectives and the language 
in which we describe them render us immobile, incapable of appreciating (except in the 
abstract) other orientations. It is as if we never experience reality itself—the thesis 
shared by various idealists and the skeptics alike—but know only our own interpreta- 
tions. Or, to take a different metaphor, it is as if we were reading a book, a translation of 
an ancient text into English, which itself was translated from another ancient language, 
which was in turn translated from another ancient language, which was copied from 
some ancient scrolls which now no longer exist and, just possibly, never existed in the 
first place. Do other cultures share our world but just see it differently, or do they live in 
some sense in a different world? If so, as Nietzsche writes, there may be many kinds of 
“truth,” and thus no truth at all (in his book The Will to Power). 

The view of the Truth as “out there,” in the world, is the basis of both common sense 
and much of the history of philosophy. Even Bishop Berkeley, who argued that the 
world consists of ideas, insisted that these ideas were caused by God, who is the Truth. 
But skepticism challenges God as Truth just as it challenges our assumption that most 
of what we know is the Truth. The idea that the Truth is outside of us becomes no longer 
a matter of common sense but the source of serious paradoxes. If it is outside of us, how 
will we ever know it? If it is not outside of us, is there anything at all to know? 

What now comes into question are the very assumptions that have ruled metaphysics 
and common sense since the time of the first philosophers. Consider again Plato’s “two- 
worlds” view: “the world of Being,” which is the true world, and “the world of Becom- 
ing,” the world of our daily experience that, though perhaps not unreal, is less real than 
the world of Being. Now, the actual model Plato uses (the real world as the world of 
Forms as over against our world as the world of material objects and change) has not 
been accepted by all modern philosophers, and it is certainly out of line with common 
sense. Many philosophers, of both East and West, have accepted the distinction between 
appearance and reality. The empiricists, for example, held precisely the reverse of 
Plato’s view. According to modern empiricism, it is the material world that becomes the 
real world, and the world of ideas—our mental “ideas” and experiences—becomes the 
less real world. The problem, in Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Russell, is always how to 
know that our “ideas” or experiences in fact match up to the real world. The fact that 
Descartes is confident that he can know that his experiences “match up,” while Hume 
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believes that we can never know even if there is such a world, must not hide from us the 
“two-worlds” model that both of them presuppose: reality (if there is one) on the one 
side, our experience on the other. How do we move from experience to reality? 

The most serious complication in our making this move is our recognition that our 
experience of reality is mediated, that is, it is filtered through our mental/neurological 
apparatus—our senses, our concepts, our ways of understanding, and our language. But 
this means that we must assume that our senses do not distort reality, that our concepts 
are “faithful” to the things they conceptualize, that our ways of understanding are them- 
selves true or faithful to what we claim to understand, that our language is adequate to 
describe the world without oversimplification or distortion. Or, at any rate, we must take 
into account the possibility that there may be such distortion. Could the words we use to 
pick out individual objects in fact distort the truth for us, forcing things into categories 
not inherent in them and blinding us to other kinds of things or processes or events that 
cannot be captured by our language? Could it be that ancient Greek described a differ- 
ent world than the one we live in today? Could it be that Chinese describes a different 
world than the one we describe in English? Are there different truths for different peo- 
ple at different times speaking different languages? This is the difficult problem of rel- 
ativism, the thesis that truth varies from context to context, from culture to culture, that 
truth is relative to a context, a culture, a language, a set of circumstances, a way of look- 
ing at the world. If so, is it possible to say anything about reality that we have not our- 
selves imposed through language and our own experience? 

Once again, the issue of multiculturalism crashes in on traditional Western philoso- 
phy with a vengeance. Could it be that the structure Western philosophers and scientists 
posit in the world is in fact a projection of their language and methods? Could it be that 
the emphasis on abstract theory is an oversimplification or even a distortion of the truth? 
African folk traditions, for example, explain the ways of the world in what we would 
call metaphorical or mythological language. Is it correct or fair to insist, as Western 
philosophers and scientists have for nearly three thousand years, that those folk tradi- 
tions are false or misleading, rather than an equally but extremely different way of try- 
ing to express one of several possible visions of the world? 

Descartes had insisted that any belief worth the honorific title “knowledge” had to be 
certain (“perfectly certain,” he said). But now, let us ask, wasn’t he demanding a bit too 
much? In fact, much too much! Surely I have the right to say that I know that I’m not 
dreaming right now, even if it’s true that I might be wrong. The assumption that knowl- 
edge consists of necessary truths has already begun to bother us, since Locke and his 
empiricist followers insisted that all of our knowledge of the world must consist of 
truths based upon experience, and since, by the very nature of inductive arguments from 
experience, we could not actually be certain of anything. In other words, it is time to 
weaken our demands. Perhaps it will be enough if we believe what is rational to be- 
lieve, even if it is not certain and even if it does not “match up” with some unexperi- 

enceable reality. You might even say, “perhaps it is not necessary to believe what is 
true,” but notice that you would have already presupposed that what makes our belief 
true is some reality beyond our experience. It is just this notion of truth we must exam- 
ine in this chapter. 


è Why is truth a problem? 
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+ What does it mean to say that reality is “mediated”? What 
follows from this? 

+ What is relativism? Do you think that it is plausible? What 
are the arguments against it? 

+ Is skepticism a form of relativism? 


A. TWO KINDS OF TRUTHS 


Not all truths depend upon the facts of the case, upon the proper matching of our expe- 
rience and reality. Some truths seem to be true no matter what is the case, truths that 
seem to be, as Descartes hoped, known to be true with certainty, no matter what, even if 
an evil demon were fooling us. Even Hume, for example, granted that some of our be- 
liefs are beyond the range of his skeptical doubts, namely, those that he calls “relations 
of ideas,” such as the basic principles of arithmetic. Nothing could make us doubt that 
two plus two equals four. Descartes may have suggested that it was possible that an evil 
demon was fooling him about even this; but what would it mean to be “fooled” about 
such matters? How could he have been wrong about that? Of course, he could always 
say that he might be wrong about two plus two equalling four, just as we could always 
say that two plus two equals five. But what could we possibly mean by that? We can un- 
derstand what it would be like to be wrong about some factual belief, such as “there are 
no Chinese paratroopers in Cuba”; perhaps it even makes sense, however implausible, 
to suggest that we might be dreaming right now. But one can’t even imagine, no matter 
how hard one tries, what it would be for “two plus two equals four” to be false. 

Beliefs that we cannot even imagine being false and that lie beyond the range of all 
possible doubt and refutation are called necessary truths. In short, they must be true. 
Plato and Aristotle thought that their metaphysical doctrines were necessary truths. So 
did Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz. Necessary truth is contrasted with contingent 
truth, which is a belief that is in fact true but might not have been. It is true, for example, 
that I am now wearing a sweater, but we can easily imagine what it would be for me not 
to wear one. That is a contingent truth. Necessary truths, because we cannot even imag- 
ine what it would be like for them to be false, are always “perfectly certain”; contingent 
truths, because we can always imagine that they might be false (and that we are possibly 
fooled or misled in believing them) are never “perfectly certain” but always merely prob- 
able. We can always think of some way, no matter how implausible, in which we might 
be wrong. (I might be dreaming that I'm wearing a sweater, for example.) But one can- 
not be mistaken about a necessary truth. (A curious but important exception to this dis- 
tinction is already familiar to you: Descartes’ “I exist” is both necessary [it can’t be in- 
telligibly doubted] and contingent [since it is possible that he might not have existed].) 
But since metaphysical doctrines conflict, we might well wonder whether they can be 
necessary truths after all. 

A partial distinction between necessary truth and contingent truth is this: Contingent 
truths are based upon experience and necessary truths are not. Accordingly, contingent 
truths allow for some further experience that would change our minds. We may be sure 
that there are no armadillos on the upper east side of Manhattan, but because that is a 
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contingent truth, it is always possible that we shall see an armadillo crossing 86th 
Street, and thereby have to give up our belief, 

Because of this essential link between contingent truths and experience, philosophers 
often refer to our knowledge of them as empirical knowledge. Necessary truths, on the 
other hand, are not based upon experience, and no possible experience—real or imag- 
ined—could change our minds about them. For this reason, philosophers talk about these 
truths as being prior to experience or a priori and knowledge of them is also considered 
to be a priori, in other words, to be knowledge that is independent of experience. It is im- 
portant to stress that the word prior, which means “before,” does not mean “earlier in 
time.” For example, it does not mean that we know a priori that “two plus two equals four” 
before we ever have experience of two things adding up with two other things to give us 
four things. It means rather that the justification of a priori knowledge does not depend 
on any possible experience. You cannot refute “two plus two equals four” through expe- 
rience. But neither can you justify it through experience. You could spend a year adding 
up different pairs of things: walnuts, elephants, pieces of chalk, people, and scoops of ice 
cream. You would then have the general claim that “whenever I add two things to two 
things I get four things,” but you would fail to prove the necessity of that truth. 

There are philosophers, as we have seen, who do take a priori to mean literally “be- 
fore”; that is, those philosophers who believe in innate ideas believe that we actually do 
have certain knowledge before we have any experience at all. We are born with it, and 
that would explain, if you accept this theory, how it is that a priori knowledge is possi- 
ble. But it is important to emphasize that the belief in innate ideas is not essential to the 
notion of either necessary truth or a priori knowledge, and most philosophers talk about 
the latter without ever mentioning the former. 

What then is the source of a priori knowledge? For those philosophers who believe in 
innate ideas, the answer is that we are born with it. But even this is not enough, for it is 
necessary to say how it is that we are born with such knowledge. Even if it is “stamped 
in our minds by God,” as some philosophers have held, how do we recognize it? The 
traditional answer, for those who believe in innate ideas and for those who do not, is 
through reason. In fact, reason is traditionally defined (for example, by Plato, Aristotle, 
Spinoza, and Leibniz) as our ability to know necessary truths. But our account is circu- 
lar; we are told that we can know necessary truths because of reason, but reason is de- 
fined as our ability to know necessary truths. So, we must ask, what is this ability? How 
do we have it? How is a priori knowledge possible? 

Although we shall be exclusively concerned with necessary and contingent truths, it 
is important to say that there is a similar distinction between necessary and contingent 
falsehoods. “Every triangle has at least five sides” is a necessary falsehood—it could 
not possibly be true. “There are no eagles in America,” is a contingent falsehood—it is 
in fact false, but we can (too easily) imagine that it might be true. 


+ What are necessary as opposed to contingent truths? Pro- 
vide examples of each. 
1. Analytic Truths 


Consider the utterly trivial statement, “all bachelors are unmarried.” Not very interest- 
ing, to be sure, but it is obviously a necessary truth. We can be perfectly certain that this 
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statement is true, and we know in advance that no study of bachelors could possibly 
turn up an instance of one who was married. We cannot even imagine a situation in 
which this statement would be false, and there is no sense in wondering, “well, we've 
only looked at the bachelors in our neighborhood, what about the bachelors in southern 
California?” All we have to know to know that “all bachelors are unmarried” is the 
meaning of the English sentence, nothing else. 

Now consider the contingent claim, “all bachelors are happy.” Of course, in order to 
find out whether that is true or not you have to know the meanings of the words, but you 
cannot tell whether or not it is true just by looking at the words. This statement raises an 
empirical question. In order to know whether or not it is true you have to go interview 
bachelors. To falsify the claim that all bachelors are happy, you would have to find only 
one unhappy bachelor. But even if you never found one, you could never be perfectly 
certain of the truth of the claim. There might always be one unhappy bachelor, living in 
a cave off the coast of Madagascar. A contingent claim, therefore, is never perfectly cer- 
tain. One can always at least imagine some circumstance that would prove it false, even 
if it seems, on the basis of the present evidence, to be true. 

The example “all bachelors are unmarried” is an analytic truth, Its truth can be 
demonstrated just by referring to the meanings of the words in the sentence. This par- 
ticular example is what we referred to in earlier chapters as a conceptual truth (such as, 
“a horse is an animal”). Conceptual truths are a special class of analytic truths. Aristo- 
tle discussed such truths in terms of essences. He would say that “the essence of a bach- 
elor is to be unmarried.” More modern philosophers would talk about concepts. They 
would say that “the concept ‘bachelor’ includes the concept of being unmarried.” Today 
most philosophers would rather say that “bachelor means unmarried person.” But these 
different formulations all point to the same fact, that conceptual truths are necessary 
truths because of meanings and not because of facts. 

Not all analytic truths are conceptual truths, however. Consider the statement, “either 
it is raining or it is not raining.” Now obviously you don’t have to look out the window 
to see whether this is true or not. It is true just because of the form of the sentence, 
which is “P or not P” Such sentences are called tautologies. They are true by virtue of 
the form of the sentence alone, and it doesn’t matter what phrase you substitute for P. 
For example, you know that “either there are exactly 7,500 comets in our galaxy or 
there are not,” even if you don’t know anything about astronomy, or exactly what a 
“comet” or a “galaxy is. (“P or not P” is called the law of the excluded middle—either 
a sentence or its denial must be true.) 

Tautologies are not very interesting. They are the most boring and uninformative 
sentences in our language, but they are also very important. Every tautology gives us 
what we called (in the Introduction) a rule of inference, one of those basic rules that we 
use in all our thinking. (This is true even for people who claim “not to be logical” or 
who actually attack logic.) According to these rules of inference, we define the validity 
of our arguments. But here a problem arises. How can we defend a rule of inference it- 
self? We cannot say that it is valid, since we have to use such rules in order to say that 
anything is valid. And we can’t use a rule to prove itself. (That would be the same as 
appointing a magistrate to judge his or her own alleged corruption.) To answer this 
question, many philosophers appeal to intuition as a defense of fundamental rules of 
inference. Rationalists feel comfortable with this since they have confidence in reason 
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to show us such basic truths through intuition. Empiricists tend to feel very uncomfort- 
able, however, for they would rather these rules be based upon experience (but they are 
not) or that they be matters of reasoning (but this can’t be either, since they are the foun- 
dation of all reasoning). So, empiricists try to find as small a set of basic rules as possi- 
ble, from which they can derive all of the others. The problem then becomes, how do 
you defend that basic set of rules? 

The most fundamental of these rules is called the law of contradiction, which says, 
a statement and its denial cannot both be true. For example, it cannot be true that it is 
raining and that it is not raining at the same place at the same time. This law has been 
used by many philosophers (for example, Leibniz and Hume) to define analytic truths in 
general. They say that a statement is analytic if when you deny it you get a contradic- 
tion. The recognition of the importance of this law, however, goes as far back as Aristo- 
tle, who worried about this law and what makes it true. After considerable thought, he 
concluded: 


FROM METAPHYSICS 
BY ARISTOTLE! 


This is the most certain of all principles, for it is impossible for anyone to suppose 

that the same thing is and is not . . . then clearly it is impossible for the same man to 

suppose at the same time that the same thing is and is not; for the man who made 
this error would entertain two contrary opinions at the 


This is the most same time. Hence all men who are demonstrating any- 
a il thing refer back to this as an ultimate belief; for it is by 

certain of a nature the starting-point of all the other axioms as 

principles, for well. 

it is impossible zos 


Some, indeed, demand to have the law proved, but 

for anyone to this is because they lack education; for it shows lack of 

suppose that the education not to know of what we should require 

same thin g is proof, and of what we should not. For it is quite impos- 

sible that everything should have a proof; the process 

would go on to infinity, so that even so there would be 

no proof. If on the other hand there are some things of 

| which no proof need be sought, they cannot say what principle they think to be 
more self-evident, Even in the case of this law, however, we can demonstrate the 

| impossibility of refutation, if only our opponent makes some statement. If he makes 
none, it is absurd to seek for an argument against one who has no arguments of his 
own about anything, in so far as he has none; for such a person, in so far as he is 
such, is really no better than a vegetable. 


and is not. 


| Aristotle, Metaphysics, Bk. TV, trans. High Tredennick, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1933 
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Aristotle’s answer is still accepted by most philosophers. This one principle, at least, 
cannot be defended except to say that it would be utterly absurd to deny it. Even if a 
philosopher will not accept the appeal to intuition in any other case, it seems that he 
must at least in this one. 

There are many other kinds of analytic truths, but it would take a course of logic to 
discuss them adequately. What they all have in common is that they are necessary truths 
that can be known simply by the analysis of the form of the sentence or the meanings of 
words or concepts. This raises a huge question, however, which has been of special con- 
cern to mathematics-oriented philosophers for many years. We used “two plus two 
equals four” as a paradigm example of a necessary truth, and so most philosophers 
would agree. But whether it is also an analytic proposition is a matter on which some of 
the greatest philosophers of modern times would disagree. Immanuel Kant, in particu- 
lar, argued that such propositions were not analytic but rather synthetic a priori truths. 
What makes this claim of particular philosophical significance is the fact that Kant also 
claimed this status for just those metaphysical or foundational truths that Hume, for ex- 
ample, had called into question. 


FROM THE CRITIQUE OF PURE REASON 
BY IMMANUEL KANT? 


THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN PURE (A PRIORI) AND EMPIRICAL 
(A POSTERIORI) KNOWLEDGE 


That all our knowledge begins with experience there can be no doubt. For how 
should the faculty of knowledge be called into activity, if not by objects which af- 
fect our senses, and which either produce representations by themselves, or rouse 
the activity of our understanding to compare, or connect, or to separate them, and 
thus to convert the raw material of our sensuous impressions into a knowledge of 
objects, which we call experience? In respect of time, therefore, no knowledge 
within us is antecedent to experience, but all knowledge begins with it. 

But although all our knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow that it 
arises from experience. For it is quite possible that even our empirical experience is 
a compound of that which we receive through impressions, and of that which our 
own faculty of knowledge (incited only by sensuous impressions), supplies from it- 
self, a supplement which we do not distinguish from that raw material, until long 
practice has roused our attention and rendered us capable of separating one from 
the other. 

It is therefore a question which deserves at least closer investigation, and cannot 
be disposed of at first sight, whether there exists a knowledge independent of expe- 
rience, and even of all impressions of the senses? Such knowledge is called a priori, 
and distinguished from empirical knowledge, which has its source a posteriori, that 
is, in experience. 


7Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason, rev. 2nd ed.. trans. Max Müller. London: Macmillan, 1927 
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But now we are getting ahead of our story. The problem of truth is not just a question 
about necessary or a priori truth. It is, first of all, a question about empirical truth, about 
how we can have confidence that our experience and beliefs are faithful to the way the 
world itself (reality) is. And that is, by no means, a simple matter either. 


e What does “a priori” mean? Why is “2 + 3 = 5” ana priori 
truth? 
+ What is an “analytic” truth? Give a couple of examples. 


2. Truths About the World 


“What is truth?” That familiar question was raised by Pontius Pilate as he dismissed 
Christ’s case from his court. He was just a politician; he did not take the question seri- 
ously. Philosophers do. It is their business to find the truth, to expose fraudulent beliefs 
and superstitions, and to assure us that we can know, at least most of the time, what is 
true from what is false. 

What indeed is truth? Should we say, as we have so far, that our beliefs are true 
if and only if they “match up” with reality? Or, in accordance with our present suspi- 
cions, should we not perhaps hold out for some different conception of “truth,” one that 
does not place such emphasis on “matching up” and the separation of reality on the one 
hand from our beliefs and experiences on the other? 

The proper philosophical name for this notion of “matching up” our beliefs and ex- 
periences with reality is the correspondence theory of truth. On the one hand, it is an 
obvious truism: for example, when I tell you “there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator,” 
what I tell you is true if and only if there is in fact a grapefruit in the refrigerator. So ob- 
vious is this “correspondence” criterion of truth—that a belief or a statement is true if 
and only if it corresponds to the facts—that no one would have thought of calling it a 
“theory” at all until recently. In his Metaphysics, Aristotle dismissed the whole “prob- 
lem of truth” in a single sentence: “To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that 
it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, or of what is not that it is not, is true.” As 
long as philosophers (and everyone else) believed themselves unquestionably capable 
of knowing reality as such, this commonsense platitude was as appropriate for the in- 
vestigations of metaphysics as it was for the daily task of checking to see whether there 
was a grapefruit in the refrigerator. But as empiricism and Hume’s skepticism grew in 
persuasiveness and the confidence that we could know reality was thrown into question, 
the platitude became a problem. 

For Descartes, the correspondence between our ideas and reality had to be demon- 
strated. Locke expressed his doubts; Berkeley rejected the “external world” altogether, 
leaving only God (and other minds like Berkeley’s own); and Hume left us with the 

seemingly irrefutable argument that we could never know reality outside of us, or even 
if there was a reality to be known. Hume had given us a reductio ad absurdum ar- 
gument; one of his premises—perhaps not an explicit one—has brought us to the ab- 
surdity of not being able to defend the most commonsense beliefs. But all of these 
philosophers presuppose the correspondence theory of truth, the idea that knowledge is 
the correspondence of our ideas to reality and that the only knowledge worthy of the 
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name is our being certain of this correspondence. It is here that Kant returns to the be- 
ginnings of Hume’s arguments, and everyone else’s, and roots out the correspondence 
theory of truth as the implicit premise that is the cause of all the trouble. 

Now it will probably seem odd to you to even question something so obviously 
“true” as the correspondence theory of truth. Of course, we cannot deny that “there is a 
grapefruit in the refrigerator” is true if and only if there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator. 
But let us note immediately that the correspondence theory is not so obviously adequate 
for all true statements. What does “two plus two equals four” correspond to that makes 
it true? One might suggest that it corresponds to all combinations in the world of two 
things (walnuts, elephants, acres, or apples) and two other things of the same kind. 
“Two plus two equals four” would still be true even if there were no such combinations 
in the universe. A tautology such as “either it is snowing or it is not snowing” does not 
correspond to anything; it “tells us nothing about the world.” A conceptual truth such as 
“blue is a color” tells us only about the meanings of the words in our language. A rule 
of inference tells us how to think. But none of these “correspond” to anything. So, at 
most, we shall have to say that the correspondence theory is good as an account of em- 
pirical knowledge only! (This is the conclusion of most empiricists, including more 
contemporary “logical positivists.”) 

But there are more serious problems, even within the domain of empirical knowl- 
edge. Let’s look again at the truism, “‘there’s a grapefruit in the refrigerator’ is true if 
and only if there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator.” Let’s ask, first of all, in what sense 
the noises you utter (the sounds, “there’s a grapefruit in the refrigerator . . .”) correspond 
to the fact that there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator. If you think of one thing corre- 
sponding to another, you might think of a map corresponding to the terrain it is a map of: 
smaller scale with many omissions, but at least it is the same shape, same proportions, 
and has representations of things in that terrain that you can recognize. But how do those 
sounds coming out of your mouth (which, now that you listen to them, might sound 
strange indeed) “correspond” to that grapefruit in the kitchen? Now you will say that it 
is not merely “the sounds” that correspond but rather what you are saying or meaning. 
Of course, this is correct. But notice that what those words mean is not a matter of their 
use in this particular instance; they depend upon their role in a language (American Eng- 
lish), which you happen to speak. (If you spoke only Eskimo and pronounced the same 
sounds, it would be a remarkable coincidence, but wouldn’t mean anything.) And the 
“correspondence” between those words with their meanings and the fact that there is a 
grapefruit in the refrigerator depends not only on the whole American-English language 
and your knowledge of it but also on a set of conventions that both you and your friend 
must understand as referring to the grapefruit in the refrigerator. 

In class, for example, your teacher says, “there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator” as 
an example of an English sentence. But you do not get up and look for a refrigerator. 
You know that although your teacher has said the same words that you say to your 
friend when offering a grapefruit he or she is not directly referring to anything. The 
statement does not “correspond” to a fact that there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator. It 
is clear that what you've said (and the same is true of what you've thought) cannot cor- 
respond to anything by itself. In a sense, you might say that what corresponds to the fact 
that there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator when you offer your friend a grapefruit is the 
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whole of the English language, with all of its conventions and everything that you and 
your friend know that is relevant to the meaning of your statement in this particular 
case. 

From the other side of this “correspondence,” matters are no less complicated. What 
is “the fact” that there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator? Sounds like an easy question. 
The answer is that there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator! But how do we pick out this 
fact, except by using our language to distinguish this fact from any number of others. 
Suppose, instead of saying anything, you were simply to point toward the refrigerator 
for your friend. Now, of course, knowing you, your friend knows what you mean. In this 
case, the pointing is shorthand for the statement, and presupposes it. But suppose your 
friend is a time-traveler from thirteenth-century China who had no idea what a refriger- 
ator was, or a grapefruit for that matter? Would he pick out the right “fact”? How would 
he know whether you were pointing to the kitchen, to the door of the refrigerator, or to 
its contents? Is the “grapefruit” to be eaten or to be dropped on one’s feet? How do we 
even understand the pointing gesture? (When I point my finger toward the cat food, my 
cats smell my finger!) So, if it seems obvious to you that “the facts” are simply there, 
waiting to be corresponded to by our verbal or gestural pointing, think again. One dis- 
tinguishes the facts of the world only by picking them out by language. The language 
then can’t be said to “correspond” to the world, for it is language that “carves up” our 
world into those individually identifiable “facts.” 

Now none of this is to say that your statement, “there’s a grapefruit in the refrigera- 
tor” isn’t true if and only if there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator. It is rather to say that 
this simple “correspondence” is possible only because of the enormous number of sys- 
tematic assumptions we share within our language and about the world and about the 
way we refer to particular “facts” in the world by use of certain statements. In everyday 
life we don’t have to think about such things. But in philosophy, they make us marvel at 
what complex and clever creatures we are. Bertrand Russell, certainly one of the 
smartest among us, spent forty years trying to make sense out of the “commonsense” 
correspondence theory. He never did. He never succeeded in formulating an adequate 
defense of the idea that some single unit of language could “correspond” to discrete 
“facts” in the world. Today, most philosophers would agree, no matter what kind of 
method they follow, that the correspondence theory alone cannot make sense of the no- 
tion of truth. A statement means something only within a language, and a “fact” is “cor- 
responded to” only after it has been picked out by language. That means that truth can’t 
be simple correspondence. 

So the seemingly simple act of “saying what is true” turns out to be enormously 
complicated, and against the “correspondence theory of truth,” there are three telling 

arguments: 


1. It is, at best, limited. All cases of necessary truth, and perhaps some others, can- 
not be accounted for by it at all. 
. There is no such thing as a statement or a belief that by itself is capable of “cor- 
responding” to anything. 
3. There is no such thing as a “fact” that can be picked out independently of the 
language used to describe it 


N 
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Next time you say or think that there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator, you might mar- 
vel at the complex that has just come into action. That won’t, unfortunately, guarantee 
that your statement or thought will be true. For despite all this sophisticated, intellectual 
apparatus we still occasionally forget to buy the grapefruit. 


+ What is the correspondence theory of truth? Are such 
truths necessary or contingent? Are all truths a matter of 
correspondence? 


B: THEORIES OF TRUTH 


Now what? We find ourselves with some ill-defined complex in which our language and 
reality are tied together and mutually depend on each other. But what we have been 
leading up to, finally, is that we need something more than the naive commonsense 
“correspondence theory of truth,” one which takes into account this complexity of in- 
terrelations. Three such theories have achieved prominence in this century, although all 
three of them were anticipated by Immanuel Kant, whom we shall meet later in this 
chapter. The three theories are the following: 


1. The coherence theory of truth, which says that a statement or a belief is true if 
and only if it “coheres” or ties in with other statements and beliefs. 

. The pragmatic theory of truth, which says that a statement or a belief is true if 
and only if “it works,” if it allows us to predict certain results, if it allows us to 
function effectively in everyday life, and if it encourages further inquiry or helps 
us lead better lives. 

3. The semantic theory of truth, which says that a statement or a belief is true be- 
cause the rules of our language set up a correspondence between certain state- 
ments and “the facts” that our language picks out in the world. Superficially this 
theory looks like the correspondence theory, but it is very different. The corre- 
spondence theory accepts facts as “already there,” independent of our language. 
The semantic theory explains this apparent correspondence by telling us that it is 
our language that sets it up in the first place. 


N 


1. The Coherence Theory 


The coherence theory of truth does not necessarily oppose the commonsense idea that 
true statements “correspond” to facts in the world, but it does shift the focus of the dis- 
cussion away from this correspondence—if there is one—to the interdependence of the 
statements themselves. In other words, it seizes on the observation made in our discus- 
sion of the correspondence theory, that a simple statement of fact (“there’s a grapefruit 
in the refrigerator’) involves, in some sense, the whole English language. The words in 
that simple sentence would not mean much if they did not also have the same meaning 
in an unlimited number of other sentences, and their ability to refer to the world there- 
fore depends on their role in a language. 
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Furthermore, when we try to ascertain the truth of a statement, how do we do it? By 
ascertaining the truth of other statements and arguing, deductively or inductively, for 
the consequent truth of this one. Thus the coherence theory places its emphasis on the 
ways in which we find out the truth, and it rightly points out that knowledge is not just 
a matter of establishing the truth of one statement after another; it is a matter of getting 
more and more statements to cohere in a unified body of knowledge. This coherence 
makes them true, whether or not there is some metaphysical sense in which they cohere 
because, in fact, they are true. 

To represent the coherence theory, here is a selection from the American philoso- 
pher, Brand Blanshard. 


ON THE COHERENCE THEORY 
BY BRAND BLANSHARD?; 


To think is to seek understanding. And to seek understanding is an activity of mind 
that is marked off from all other activities by a highly distinctive aim. This aim. . . 
is to achieve systematic vision, so to apprehend what is now unknown to us as to re- 
late it, and relate it necessarily, to what we know already. 
But may it not be that what satisfies thought fails to conform to the real world? 
Where is the guarantee that when I have brought my ideas into the form my ideal 
requires, they should be true? . . . In our long struggle 


Where is the with the relation of thought to reality we saw that if 
guarantee that thought and things are conceived as related only exter- 
ont nally, then knowledge is luck; there is no necessity 

when £ have whatever that what satisfies intelligence should coin- 
brought my cide with what really is. It may do so, or it may not; on 
ideas into the the principle that there are many misses to one bull’s- 

f eye, it more probably does not. But if we get rid of the 
form my ideal misleading analogies through which this Aisia has 
requi res, they been conceived, of copy and original, stimulus and or- 
should be true? ganism, lantern and screen, and go to thought itself 


with the question what reference to an object means, 
we get a different and more hopeful answer. To think of a thing is to get that thing 
itself in some degree within the mind. . . . The more adequate its grasp the more 
nearly does it approximate, the more fully does it realize in itself, the nature and re- 
lations of its objects. 
eee 

We may look at the growth of knowledge, individual or social, either as an at- 
tempt by our own minds to return to union with things as they are in their ordered 
wholeness, or the affirmation through our minds of the ordered whole itself. And if 
we take this view, our notion of truth is marked out for us. Truth is the approxima- 
tion of thought to reality. It is thought on its way home. Its measure is the distance 
thought has travelled, under guidance of its inner compass, toward that intelligible 


‘Brand Blanshard, The Nature of Thought, New York: Macmillan, 1941 
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system which unites its ultimate object with its ultimate end. Hence at any given 
time the degree of truth in our experience as a whole is the degree of system it has 
achieved. The degree of truth of a particular proposition is to be judged in the first 
instance by its coherence with experience as a whole, ultimately by its coherence 
with that further whole, all-comprehensive and fully articulated, in which thought 
can come to rest. 


The coherence theory of truth, according to Blanshard, begins with the observation 
that we test the truth of a belief by seeing its implications and other logically connected 
beliefs. But the theory is not confined to this test. Truth itself, he insists, is nothing other 
than the interconnectedness of our various beliefs. The truth of a particular belief is 
nothing other than how well it fits in with everything else we believe. 


+ How does the coherence theory of truth overcome the prob- 
lem of how thoughts can relate to or correspond to reality? 


2. The Pragmatic Theory 


Pragmatism is the one major philosophical movement to originate and remain more or 
less completely in the United States. The three philosophers most easily identified with 
this movement are Charles Peirce, William James, and John Dewey, all of them Ameri- 
cans (Peirce and James in Massachusetts, Dewey in Chicago and New York). We shall 
see more of pragmatism later in this chapter, but for now, what is important to us is the 
pragmatists’ theory or theories of truth (for they did not entirely agree with one an- 
other). As one might expect, both from the name “pragmatism” and the characteristic 
American concern for what is “practical,” a pragmatic theory of truths begins with a 
certain impatience for the abstractions and obscurities of traditional metaphysics and 
epistemology. In particular, the inadequacies of the correspondence theory of truth 
struck them not just as a philosophical dilemma, but a genuine source of scandal. How 
is it possible, they asked, that the traditional theories of truth ended up in skepticism? 
Charles Peirce found the traditional discussions absurd just because they tried to con- 
ceive of truth without any concern or reference whatsoever to the practical circumstances 
in which we worry about the truth. Truth is not a relationship between sentences and the 
world, nor is ita complex relationship among sentences. Truth is the answer to questions 
that we ask, because we are uncertain, because we have doubts. The truth is what we all, 
eventually, agree upon. According to Peirce, “The opinion which is fated to be ultimately 
agreed to by all who investigate, is what we mean by the truth.” The emphasis thus gets 
shifted from truth as a property of sentences and beliefs and their relationships to facts and 
each other to truth as a function of asking questions, carrying on investigations, and clear- 
ing up actual mysteries and disagreements. The test of truth is neither correspondence nor 
coherence but agreement, what in fact solves our problems and answers our inquiries. 
Peirce was deeply concerned with the practices of scientific investigation, and his 
theory of truth was aimed primarily at questions of truth in science, where experimenta- 
tion and observation should lead, eventually, to agreement on one hypothesis or theory 
or another. William James, on the other hand, had much broader interests in philoso- 
phy. While he was interested in science (and, indeed, was one of America’s leading 
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physicians and psychologists), he was also interested in the less scientific aspects of hu- 
man life, in which truth was also a critical issue. For example, he wrote extensively on 
the topic of religious belief in which questions of experimentation and observation play 
virtually no role at all. (One of his best known essays is included in Chapter 2.) 

Accordingly, James places very little emphasis on agreement as the test of truth. 
However appropriate this might be in science, it is surely not even plausible in the 
subject of religion. Instead, he stressed the advantages of a certain belief in life. By 
“practical,” James meant the concrete, the effective, not that which leads to scientific 
agreement. Thus a religious belief can be said to be true, for example, according to its 
effects on us. Believing in a good, just God makes us optimistic and happy; believing 
that life is meaningless makes us miserable. Thus truth refers to what significance a be- 
lief has in our lives, not correspondence, coherence or, we can add, the limited success 
of scientific hypotheses and theories. Scientific truth still has its place in James’ philos- 
ophy, of course. But that kind of truth is defined by the restricted context of an investi- 
gation; it should not be generalized as a concept of truth in all contexts. (It should be 
noted that Peirce so radically disagreed with James’ generalization of his theory that he 
actually changed the name of his philosophy, from “pragmatism” to “pragmaticism,” 
which he noted was a word “sufficiently ugly” to avoid popularization.) 

John Dewey returned the pragmatic theory to its narrower focus. He did not restrict 
truth to scientific truth, but he did restrict it to experiential truth. But whereas James 
would include, for example, religious experience, Dewey insists that the only meaning- 
ful notion of “experience” must be limited to empirically verifiable matters. That elimi- 
nates questions of theology. Like Peirce, Dewey emphasizes the context of investigation, 
in particular, the intellectually painful experience of doubt. Like James and unlike Peirce, 
Dewey does not emphasize the notion of general agreement as the test of truth so much 
as he emphasizes its efficacy in ending doubts and closing an investigation, A police case, 
for example, comes to an end when “all the pieces fall into place.” But that is not a mat- 
ter of coherence so much as it is a matter of resolving doubts and “tying together loose 
ends,” satisfying all of our questions and quieting critics and skeptics. A scientific hy- 
pothesis is said to be true when all attempts to falsify it have failed and every attempt to 
confirm it comes out successfully. Again, it is an end to the inquiry, a solution to the prob- 
lem. Where traditional philosophy gets into trouble is in trying to understand “truth” in a 
vacuum, without reference to any inquiry or investigation, without any reference to the 
context in which truth makes a difference. 

The following selections are from Charles Peirce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” 
and William James, Pragmatism. 


FROM “HOW TO MAKE OUR IDEAS CLEAR” 
| By CHARLES PEIRCE* 


Let us now approach the subject of logic, and consider a conception which particu- 
larly concerns it, that of reality. Taking clearness in the sense of familiarity, no idea 


‘Charles Peirce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” in Popular Science Monthly, January 1878 
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could be clearer than this. Every child uses it with perfect confidence, never dream- 
ing that he does not understand it. As for clearness in its second grade, however, 

it would probably puzzle most men, even among those of a reflective turn of mind, 
to give an abstract definition of the real. Yet such a definition may perhaps be 
reached by considering the points of difference between reality and its opposite, 
fiction. A figment is a product of somebody's imagination; it has such characters 

as his thought impresses upon it. That those characters are independent of how you 
or I think is an external reality. There are, however, phenomena within our own 
minds, dependent upon our thought, which are at the same time real in the sense 
that we really think them. But though their characters depend on how we think, 
they do not depend on what we think those characters to be. Thus, a dream has a 
real existence as a mental phenomenon. If somebody has really dreamt it; that he 
dreamt so and so, does not depend on what anybody thinks was dreamt, but is 
completely independent of all opinions on the subject. On the other hand, consider- 
ing, not the fact of dreaming, but the thing dreamt, it retains its peculiarities by 
virtue of no other fact than that it was dreamt to possess them. Thus we may define 
the real as that whose characters are independent of what anybody may think them 
to be. 

But, however satisfactory such a definition may be found, it would be a great 
mistake to suppose that it makes the idea of reality perfectly clear. Here, then, let us 
apply our rules. According to them, reality, like every other quality, consists in the 
peculiar, sensible effects which things partaking of it produce. The only effect 
which real things have is to cause belief, for all the sensations which they excite 
emerge into consciousness in the form of beliefs. The question, therefore, is, how is 
true belief (or belief in the real) distinguished from false belief (or belief in fiction). 
Now, as we have seen in the former paper, the ideas of truth and falsehood, in their 
full development, appertain exclusively to the scientific method of settling opinion. 
A person who arbitrarily chooses the propositions which he will adopt can use the 
word truth only to emphasize the expression of his determination to hold on to his 
choice. Of course, the method of tenacity never prevailed exclusively; reason is too 
natural to men for that. But in the literature of the Dark Ages we find some fine ex- 
amples of it. . . . It is noticeable that where different faiths flourish side by side, 
renegades are looked upon with contempt even by the party whose belief they 
adopt; so completely has the idea of loyalty replaced that of truth-seeking. Since the 
time of Descartes, the defect in the conception of truth has been less apparent. Still, 
it will sometimes strike a scientific man that philosophers have been less intent on 
finding out what the facts are than on inquiring what belief is most in harmony with 
their system. It is hard to convince a follower of the a priori method by adducing 
facts; but show him that an opinion he is defending is inconsistent with what he has 
laid down elsewhere, and he will be very apt to retract it. These minds do not seem 
to believe that disputation is ever to cease; they seem to think that the opinion 
which is natural for one man is not so for another, and that belief will, conse- 
quently, never be settled. In contenting themselves with fixing their own opinions 
by a method which would lead another man to a different result, they betray their 
feeble hold of the conception of what truth is. 
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On the other hand, all the followers of science are fully persuaded that the 
processes of investigation, if only pushed far enough, will give one certain solution 
to each question to which they can be applied. One man may investigate the veloc- 

ity of light by studying the transits of Venus and the 


Different minds 
may set out with 
the most antago- 


aberration of the stars; another by the oppositions of 
Mars and the eclipses of Jupiter’s satellites; a third by 
the method of Fizeau; a fourth by that of Foucault; a 
fifth by the motions of the curves of Lissajous; a sixth, 


a seventh, an eighth, and a ninth, may follow the differ- 
ent methods of comparing the measures of statical and 
dynamical electricity. They may at first obtain different 
results, but, as each perfects his method and his 
processes, the results will move steadily together to- 
ward a destined center. So with all scientific research. 
Different minds may set out with the most antagonistic 
views, but the progress of investigation carries them by 
a force outside of themselves to one and the same con- 
clusion. This activity of thought by which we are car- 
ried, not where we wish, but to a foreordained goal, is 
like the operation of destiny. No modification of the 
point of view taken, no selection of other facts for study, no natural bent of mind 
even, can enable a man to escape the predestinate opinion. This great law is embod- 
ied in the conception of truth and reality. The opinion which is fated5 to be ulti- 
mately agreed to by all who investigate is what we mean by the truth, and the object 
represented in this opinion is real. That is the way I would explain reality. 

But it may be said that this view is directly opposed to the abstract definition 
which we have given of reality, inasmuch as it makes the characters of the real de- 
pend on what is ultimately thought about them. But the answer to this is that, on the 
one hand, reality is independent, not necessarily thought of in general, but only of 
what you or I or any finite number of men may think about it; and that, on the other 
hand, though the object of the final opinion depends on what that opinion is, yet 
what that opinion is does not depend on what you or I or any man thinks. Our per- 
versity and that of others may indefinitely postpone the settlement of Opinion; it 
might even conceivably cause an arbitrary proposition to be universally accepted as 
long as the human race should last. Yet even that would not change the nature of the 
belief, which alone could be the result of investigation carried sufficiently far; and 
if, after the extinction of our race, another should arise with faculties and disposi- 
tion for investigation, that true opinion must be the one which they would ulti- 
mately come to. “Truth crushed to earth shall rise again,” and the opinion which 
would finally result from investigation does not depend on how anybody may actu- 
ally think. But the reality of that which is real does depend on the real fact that in- 
vestigation is destined to lead, at last, if continued long enough, to a belief in it. 


nistic views, but 
the progress of 
investigation 
carries them by 
a force outside 
of themselves to 
one and the same 
conclusion. 


SFate means merely that which is sure to come true and cannot be avoided. It is a superstition to suppose that 
a certain sort of events are ever fated, and it is another to suppose that the word fate can never be freed from 
its superstitious taint. We are all fated to die. 
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ON THE PRAGMATIC THEORY 
BY WILLIAM JAMES® 


I fully expect to see the pragmatist view of truth run through the classic stages of a 
theories career. First, you know, a new theory is attacked as absurd; then it is admit- 
ted to be true, but obvious and insignificant; finally it is seen to be so important that 
its adversaries claim that they themselves discovered it. Our doctrine of truth is at 
present in the first of these three stages, with symptoms of the second stage having 
begun in certain quarters. . . . Truth, as any dictionary will tell you, is a property of 
certain of our ideas. It means their “agreement,” as falsity means their disagree- 
ment, with “reality.” Pragmatism and intellectualists both accept this definition as a 
matter of course. They begin to quarrel only after the question is raised as to what 
may precisely be meant by the term “agreement,” and what by the term “reality,” 
when reality is taken as something for our ideas to agree with. 

In answering these questions the pragmatists are more analytic and pains- 
taking, the intellectualists more offhand and irreflective. The popular notion is that 
a true idea must copy its reality. Like other popular views, this one follows the 
analogy of the most usual experience. Our true ideas of sensible things do indeed 
copy them. Shut your eyes and think of yonder clock on the wall, and you get just 
such a true picture or copy of its dial. But your ideas of its “works” (unless you are 
a clock-maker) is much less of a copy, yet it passes muster, for it in no way clashes 
with the reality. Even though it should shrink to the mere word “works,” that word 
still serves you truly; and when you speak of the “time-keeping function” of a 
clock, or of its spring’s “elasticity,” it is hard to see exactly what your ideas can 
copy. 

You perceive that there is a problem here. Where our ideas cannot copy 
definitely their object, what does agreement with that object mean? Some idealists 
seem to say that they are true whenever they are what God means that we ought to 
think about that object. Others hold the copy-view all through, and speak as if our 
ideas possessed truth just in proportion as they approach to being copies of the Ab- 
solute’s eternal way of thinking. 

These views, you see, invite pragmatistic discussion. But the great assumption of 
the intellectualists is that truth means essentially an inert static relation. When 
you've got your true idea of anything, there’s an end of the matter. You're in posses- 
sion: you know; you have fulfilled your thinking destiny. You are where you ought 
to be mentally; you have obeyed your categorical imperative; and nothing more 
need follow on that climax of your rational destiny. Epistemologically you are in 
stable equilibrium. 

Pragmatism, on the other hand, asks its usual question, “Grant an idea or belief 
to be true,” it says, “what concrete different will its being true make in any one’s ac- 
tual life? How will the truth be realized? What experiences will be different from 
those which would obtain if the belief were false? What, in short, is the truth’s 
cash-value in experiential terms?” 


6William James, Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking, New York; Longmans, Green, 
1907. 
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The moment pragmatism asks this question, it sees the answer: True ideas are 
those that we can assimilate, validate, corroborate and verify. False ideas are those 
that we can not. That is the practical difference it makes to us to have true ideas; 
that therefore, is the meaning of truth, for it is all that truth is known as. 

This thesis is what I have to defend. The truth of an idea is not a stagnant prop- 
erty inherent in it. Truth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made true by events. 
Its verity is in fact an event, a process: the process namely of its verifying itself, its 
veri-fication. Its validity is the process of its validation. 

But what do the words verification and validation themselves pragmatically 
mean? They again signify certain practical consequences of the verified and 
validated idea. It is hard to find any one phrase that characterizes these conse- 
quences better than the ordinary agreement-formula—just such consequences being 
what we have in mind whenever we say that our ideas “agree” with reality. They 
lead us, namely, through the acts and other ideas which they instigate, into or up to, 
or towards, other parts of experience with which we feel all the while—such feel- 
ing being among our potentialities —that the original ideas remain in agreement. 
The connexions and transitions come to us from point to point as being progressive, 
harmonious, satisfactory. This function of agreeable leading is what we mean by an 
idea’s verification. Such an account is vague and it sounds at first quite trivial, but it 
has results which it will take the rest of my hour to explain. 

Let me begin by reminding you of the fact that the possession of true thoughts 
means everywhere the possession of invaluable instruments of action; and that our 
duty to gain truth, so far from being a blank command from out of the blue, or a 
“stunt” self-imposed by our intellect, can account for itself by excellent practical 
reasons. 

The importance to human life of having true beliefs about matters of fact is a 
thing too notorious. We live in a world of realities that can be infinitely useful or 
infinitely harmful. Ideas that tell us which of them to expect count as the true ideas 
in all this primary sphere of verification, and the pursuit of such ideas is a primary 
human duty. The possession of truth, so far from being here an end in itself, is only 
a preliminary means towards other vital satisfactions. If I am lost in the woods and 
starved, and find what looks like a cow-path, it is of the utmost importance that I 
should think of a human habitation at the end of it, for if I do so and follow it, I 
save myself. The true thought is useful here because the house which is its object is 
useful. The practical value of true ideas is thus primarily derived from the practical 
importance of their objects to us. Their objects are, indeed, not important at all 
times. I may on another occasion have no use for the house; and then my idea of it, 
however verifiable, will be practically irrelevant, and had better remain latent. Yet 
since almost any object may some day become temporarily important, the advan- 
tage of having a general stock of extra truths, of ideas that shall be true of merely 
possible situations, is obvious. We store such extra truths away in our memories, 
and with the overflow we fill our books of reference. Whenever such an extra truth 
becomes practically relevant to one of our emergencies, it passes from cold storage 
to do work in the world and our belief in it grows active. You can say of it then ei- 
ther that “it is useful because it is true” or that “it is true because it is useful.” Both 
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these phrases mean exactly the same thing, namely that here is an idea that gets 
fulfilled and can be verified. True is the name for whatever idea starts the 
verification-process, useful is the name for its completed function in experience. 
True ideas would never have been singled out as such, would never have acquired a 
class-name, least of all a name suggesting value, unless 


“The true,” to they had been useful from the outset in this way. 
put it very briefly, vee 

is only the To “agree” in the widest sense with a reality can 
expedient in only mean to be guided either straight up to it or into 


its surroundings, or to be put into such working touch 

the way of our with it as to handle either it or something connected 

thinking, just as with it better than if we disagreed. 

“the right” is only n = P xA : 
r “The true,” to put it very briefly, is only the expedi- 

the expedient way ent in the way of our thinking, just as “the right” is 

of our behaving. only the expedient way of our behaving. 


In other words, truth, according to the pragmatic theory, is what allows us to handle 
situations better, what is expedient, what “works.” This includes, however, not isolated 
tasks (in which a “false” belief might occasionally work better) but the entire process of 
scientific verification, so that the truth of a belief depends not only on its workability on 
some particular occasion, but, as in the coherence theory, on its connection with sci- 
entific testing and the whole of our lives. 


+ How do Peirce, James, and Dewey differ on their concep- 
tions of truth? 


3. The Semantic Theory 


The semantic theory is most difficult of all, partly because of its misleading, superficial 
resemblance to the correspondence theory, but mainly because it has been a purely for- 
mal theory. That is, it is neutral regarding the other theories and the ordinary, “natural” 
languages (for example, English or French). In a sense, it is a theory that has been de- 
veloping in many ways since the linguistic turn in philosophy. In its formal “semantic” 
version, however, it is generally credited to the American logician Alfred Tarski. 


prom “THE SEMANTIC THEORY OF TRUTH” 
BY ALFRED TARSKI? 


[W]e must always relate the notion of truth, like that of a sentence, to a specific lan- 
guage; for it is obvious that the same expression which is a true sentence in one lan- 
guage can be false or meaningless in another. 


7Alfred Tarski, “The Semantic Theory of Truth,” in Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 4, no. 3 
(March 1944). Reprinted by permission of Jan Tarski 
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Let us start with a concrete example. Consider the sentence “snow is white.” We 
ask the question under what conditions this sentence is true or false. It seems clear 
that if we base ourselves on the classical conception of truth, we shall say that the 
sentence is true if snow is white, and that it is false if snow is not white. Thus, if the 
definition of truth is to conform to our conception, it must imply the following 
equivalence: 


The sentence “snow is white” is true, if, and only if, snow is white. 
We shall now generalize the procedure which we have applied above. 
(T) X is true if, and only if, p. 


We shall call any such equivalence (with “p” replaced by any sentence of the lan- 
guage to which the word “true” refers, and “X” replaced by a name of this sen- 
tence) an “equivalence of the form (T).” 

Now at last we are able to put into a precise form the conditions under which we 
will consider the usage and the definition of the term “true” as adequate from the 
material point of view: we wish to use the term “true” in such a way that all equiva- 
lences of the form (T) can be asserted, and we shall call a definition of truth “ade- 
quate” if all these equivalences follow from it. 

I should like to propose the name “the semantic conception of truth” for the con- 
ception of truth which has just been discussed. 

Semantics is a discipline which, speaking loosely, deals with certain relations 
between expressions of a language and the objects (or “states of affairs”) “referred 
to” by those expressions. As typical examples of semantic concepts we may men- 
tion the concepts of designation, satisfaction, and definition as these occur in the 
following examples: 


The expression “the father of his country” designates (denotes) 
George Washington; 

Snow satisfies the sentential function (the condition) “x is white”; 

The equation “2 - x= 1" defines (uniquely determines) the number 1⁄2 


While the words “designates,” “satisfies,” and “defines” express relations (be- 
tween certain expressions and the object “referred to” by these expressions), the 
word “true” is of a different logical nature: it expresses a property (or denotes a 
class) of certain expressions, viz., of sentences. However, it is easily seen that all 
the formulations which were given earlier and which aimed at the meaning of this 
word (“true”) referred not only to sentences themselves, but also to objects “talked 
about” by these sentences, or possibly to “states of affairs” described by them. ... 
A definition of truth can be obtained in a very simple way from that of another se- 
mantic notion, namely, of the notion of satisfaction. 


Very simply explained, Tarski’s semantic theory picks out a “class” of “individuals” 
(objects, states of affairs, or “facts”) and specifies, for every sentence in the language, 
which individuals will or will not “satisfy” it, that is, make it “true” or not. But since the 
logician must “set up” each pair of sentences and individuals that will satisfy it, it is ob- 
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vious that this formula will work only for a relatively small number of basic sentences 
with a manageable class of individuals. Here is the problem in extending the theory to 
natural languages (such as American English), which have a potentially infinite number 
of sentences and have to deal with an indefinite number of individuals. (This extension 
is being attempted today, however, by several leading philosophers, particularly Donald 
Davidson.) But for our purposes, the theory comes to this: We must set up the rules of 
satisfaction according to which our sentences become true or false. “Correspondence” 
is not a relation for which we supply only the appropriate sentences. In developing a 
language, we must also specify the relation of the language to the world, and thus “set 
up” the world to correspond to our language. 


+ How is the semantic theory similar to the correspondence 
theory? How does it differ? 


The semantic theory certainly resembles the correspondence theory. (Some phi- 
losophers, such as Karl Popper, have insisted that it is a version of the correspondence 
theory.) But in the development of the semantic theory of truth, Tarski and his followers 
have avoided traditional talk of “facts”; indeed, facts are in disfavor. Instead, the em- 
phasis is on the semantic conception of “satisfaction” (and the related notion of “refer- 
ence”). Something outside of the language makes statements true—that is, satisfies 
them, but the semantic theory, unlike the traditional correspondence theory, does not in- 
sist or suggest that this “something” consists of already discrete and complete units of 
reality. The “something” too is defined through language by its stipulative role in our 
statements. (It is an open question, for the semantic theory, whether the same refer- 
ences, the same somethings, are available in every language or whether reference and 
satisfaction are limited to particular languages; in other words, it is still being argued— 
vigorously —whether or not the semantic theory leads to relativism.) 

Taken individually, each of these theories has its opponents. We have attacked the 
correspondence theory sufficiently. Against the coherence theory, other philosophers 
have objected that a system of statements and beliefs can be “coherent” but yet not be 
true. For example, take a simple system of true beliefs and deny them all. They will still 
form a coherent system, but they will all be false. Similarly, we said in Chapter 1 that 
an argument can be valid (which makes it coherent) yet have false premises and false 
conclusions. 

Two opposed systems of statements and beliefs can be equally “coherent,” but surely 
both cannot be true, for they claim opposite things about the world. (Think of the meta- 
physical systems of Spinoza and Leibniz.) So, truth must be more than mere coherence. 

Against the pragmatic theory, philosophers have objected that a belief might “work” 
but not be true. Scientists have often made great headway with false hypotheses. Politi- 
cal demagogues have often obtained great power and even achieved positive results with 
lies, and false beliefs often make us happier than the truth. (“What you don’t know won't 
hurt you” and “the truth hurts.”) The reason some beliefs “work” better than others, it has 
been argued (for example, by Bertrand Russell), is that they are true. They are true, there- 
fore, not because they “work,” but they work because they are true to the facts. 

Against the semantic theory, philosophers have objected that ultimately, it is still a 
restatement of the correspondence theory (“‘snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is 
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white”). Although the semantic theory is an improvement because it emphasizes the 
role of language in picking out the facts that make our statements true, it still leaves the 
nature of the “picking out” as obscure as ever. We are not in the position of a logician, 
who can make up his semantic models and languages at will. (Consider the following 
silly but profoundly philosophical joke: Eve says to Adam: “Let’s call that one a hip- 
popotamus.” Adam: “Why ‘hippopotamus’?” Eve: “Because it looks more like a hip- 
popotamus than anything else we’ve seen so far.”) 

An adequate semantic theory of truth must be far more than merely formal. It must 
specify how such a theory would apply to natural (unformalized and open-ended) lan- 
guages. Truth cannot be only formally defined. If the semantic theory is true, then trans- 
lations between languages are impossible since the rules of satisfaction are unique to 
each language. 


+ What are some objections levied against the coherence the- 
ory of truth? What are objections against the pragmatic the- 
ory? 


The debate between these theories continues, but the likeliest outcome is usually a 
combination of theories rather than the exclusive victory of any particular one. Each 
makes up for the deficiencies in the others. But one of the most important consequences 
of this debate, ironically, has been the loss of interest in the very concept of Truth (with 
a capital “T”). In everyday contexts, of course, philosophers, like everyone else, will 
talk about statements and beliefs being “true” and “false” on the basis of a primitive 
“correspondence” notion, that is, “correspondence to the facts.” But philosophically, the 
power of the word “Truth” has always dwelled in its strong metaphysical linkage to “the 
way the world really is.” Having given up on that grandiose conception of Truth, many 
philosophers are sometimes inclined to give up the word “truth” altogether. They con- 
cern themselves only with what we ordinarily mean when we say that a statement is 
“true.” 8 Other philosophers, however, refuse to give up the traditional search for truth, 
and new and improved versions of the traditional and newer theories are still appearing. 


C. KANT’S REVOLUTION 


What, then, is truth? It seems that either it is “out there,” independent of us but perhaps 
therefore unknowable, or else it is, in some sense, “in us”—in the language we speak or 
the practical concerns we bring to our inquiries. The correspondence and semantic the- 
ories of truth accept this dualism of language and world; the coherence and pragmatic 
theories challenge it but, however hesitantly, find themselves uneasy about denying cor- 
respondence altogether, and with it, “the real world.” But there is another tradition — 
one of which the coherence theory and the pragmatic theory are partial heirs—in which 
this very distinction between language and world, between us and Truth, is rejected. 


8J. L. Austin, for example, begins an essay on “Truth” by declaring, “In vino veritas, (‘in wine, truth’) per- 
haps, but in a sober symposium, verum (“true’).” 
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The prime mover of this other tradition is the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. 
Here is the importance of his conception of synthetic a priori truth. 

Immanuel Kant is considered by a great many philosophers to be the greatest thinker 
since Plato and Aristotle. He stands at the beginning of almost every modern movement 
in philosophy in the United States and Europe, as an inspiration and as a kind of 
founder, Existentialism would not be possible without him; nor would phenomenology, 
pragmatism, or many of the varieties of linguistic philosophy that have dominated Eng- 
lish and American philosophy for most of this century. He brings together the often op- 
posed threads of rationalism and empiricism and weaves them into a single monumental 
philosophical system, which he published primarily in three “critiques” (The Critique of 
Pure Reason, The Critique of Practical Reason, and The Critique of Judgment) in the 
last two decades of the eighteenth century. His writing is notoriously difficult, but it is 
possible for even a beginning philosophy student to appreciate the main theme of his 
self-proclaimed “revolution” in philosophy. It is, in one sense, a total reorientation of 
what we mean when we talk about the Truth. 

Ever since the ancient Greeks, almost all philosophers had accepted the idea that 
there is a reality “out there,” which we could come to know through reason, through ex- 
perience, or perhaps which we could not come to know at all, according to a skeptic 
such as David Hume. The idea of an “external world” seemed innocent enough, until 
metaphysicians began to find that their contradictory views about this world could not 
be reconciled. This dilemma prompted John Locke to turn away from metaphysics and 
pay more attention to the way we acquire knowledge. The shift of attention to knowl- 
edge led Hume to argue that we couldn’t even know that the sun would rise tomorrow, 
or that one billiard ball in fact causes the movement of another, or that there is indeed a 
world outside of our own ideas. 

This skeptical conclusion seemed utterly absurd to Kant, who was, in his own words, 
“awakened from his dogmatic slumbers” by Hume. Kant had been a metaphysician (a 
follower of Leibniz), but reading Hume convinced him that there was a serious prob- 
lem, not only for metaphysics, but for our claims to know the world at all. And Kant, 
who was also a scientist and an enthusiastic supporter of Isaac Newton and the new 
physics, saw that he had to refute Hume if he was going to keep claiming that scientists 
(and everyone else) could know anything at all. But the problem, as he diagnosed it, 
turned out to be the unquestioned idea that there was a distinction to be made between 
our beliefs and experience of the world, on the one hand, and the world itself, Reality or 
Truth, on the other. 

What Kant suspected, and what many philosophers believe today, is that our 
“ideas”—our concepts and our language—do not just correspond to reality but in some 
sense “set up” the world, impose upon the world the structures we experience. We see 
material objects instead of just patterns of light and colors (as seen perhaps by a new- 
born baby), and this is our contribution to experience. We experience events in a cause- 
and-effect relationship, instead of as mere sequences of events, and this is not because 
of experience alone, but because we make our experience conform to causal rules. We 
expect certain events in the future on the basis of what we have experienced in the past; 
and this too is not mere habit, but a set of rules we impose necessarily on every experi- 
ence. According to Kant, space and time do not exist “out there,” independent of our ex- 
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perience; we impose the forms of three-dimensional space and one-dimensional time on 
our experience, and through these forms come to know the world. So too, Kant argues, 
all of our knowledge of the world is in part a product of the various forms and rules that 
we impose upon, or use to “set up,” our experience. The word Kant uses for “set up” is 
“constitutes.” A “constitution” sets up a government, provides it with its rules and struc- 
tures. We constitute our own experience in the sense that we provide the rules and 
structures according to which we experience objects, as objects in space and time, as 
governed by the laws of nature and the relations of cause and effect. Kant writes, “the 
understanding does not derive its laws from, but prescribes them to, nature.” 

According to Kant’s philosophy, reality has no existence that we can understand ex- 
cept as we constitute it through our basic concepts. Kant took these concepts—or what 
he called “categories” —to be the basic rules of the human mind as such, common to all 
peoples in all places at all times. Today, many philosophers would rather say that these 
concepts through which we constitute the world are part of a language, which raises the 
intriguing but controversial possibility that the world might be quite different for people 
who speak different languages. (Kant himself did not believe this.) Truth, in other 
words, is a function of our concepts. It is not correspondence, it is not mere coherence, 
and it is not just a matter of what “works” or satisfies our investigations. Kant’s revolu- 
tion rejects the very idea of an external Reality and instead looks to the concepts 
through which we “constitute” Reality. Thus there is no point to wondering whether our 
concepts match up to Reality, since there would be no Reality without our concepts. 
Our concepts not only cohere with each other; they “set up” a corresponding reality as 
well. Of course those concepts “work”—it is as if someone were to wonder how it is 
that a ceramic mold exactly fits a piece of jewelry, when the mold gave shape to the jew- 
elry in the first place. 

Previous philosophers had asked, “How can we know that our ideas correspond with 
the way the world really is?” Kant rejected that question. Instead, he asked, “How do 
our ideas constitute the world?” “What is the structure and what are the rules (the con- 
cepts or categories) of the human mind according to which we ‘set up’ our world, the 
world of our experience?” 


è What does Kant mean that we “constitute” our world? Are 
there other ways to “constitute” the world according to 
Kant? 


+ How does Kant answer Hume's skeptical challenge? Does 
he succeed? 


The project of Kant’s The Critique of Pure Reason is to analyze and prove the ne- 
cessity of these concepts, which we can know a priori—independently of all experience 
and with certainty, just because they are the rules within which all of our knowledge is 
possible. Think of it this way: You take a number of pieces of wood and a checkerboard 
and “set up” the game by making up rules about what can be moved where, how, and 
when. Then, within the game, you are free to make any number of moves, some bril- 
liant, some stupid, but you are always bound by the rules that you yourself have “set 
up.” And since you yourself have established these rules, it would be absurd to wonder 
whether or not they are “true.” 
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Kant’s revolution changed our conception of truth and, along with it, our conception 
of reality, our conception of knowledge, and, most importantly, our conception of our- 
selves. Truth is no longer correspondence between our ideas and reality, but our own 
system of rules (concepts or categories) by which we constitute our reality. Knowledge, 
accordingly, is no longer the comprehending of a reality beyond our experience, but 
knowledge of our experience. But this does not mean knowledge of experience, distinct 
from knowledge of objects, for the objects of our experience are all there is to reality. 
Moreover, in making this move, Kant gives the philosophers something which they 
thought they had lost, a renewed ideal of certainty, for, he argued, we can be certain of 
the rules of our own experience. Kant defended the necessity of the truths of arithmetic 
and geometry as those rules that have to do with the a priori forms of our intuitions of 
space and time. According to Kant’s philosophy in general, reality is the world of our 
experience, as we constitute it through the concepts of our understanding. Therefore, 
we can know it with certainty, for truth, in general, is our own construction. 

You might at first think that there is some trick here, as if Kant is saying, “Well, if we 
can’t have knowledge in the hard sense, then I'll simply redefine the words knowledge, 
reality, and truth.” But what he has done is to point to the difficulty of the picture that 
other philosophers had accepted; he has shown that what we normally mean by “truth,” 
“knowledge,” and “reality” is not an insatiable appeal to a world beyond our experience. 
My everyday statement, “there’s a grapefruit in the refrigerator,” is true, whatever any 
philosopher might say, if there is a grapefruit in the refrigerator—if I can go and look, 
see it, pick it up, slice it open, and eat it. As for some grapefruit beyond my experience 
that is the real grapefruit, what kind of absurdity is that? Underneath Kant’s spectacular 
pronouncements there is, once again, a return to common sense. This world, the one I 
stand in, touch, and see, is the real world. But what makes it real, according to Kant, is 
not just that I stand in, touch, and see it, but that I actively constitute it as the way it is, 
apply my own rules for understanding it, and structure it through my own experience. 

In 1781 Kant already anticipated the three “theories of truth” that would become so 
powerful in the twentieth century. In his emphasis on our constitution of reality through 
interconnected rules and concepts, Kant anticipates the coherence theory of truth, 
which stresses precisely these interconnections. In his emphasis on the workability of 
these rules, he anticipates the pragmatic theory. And in his theory that it is our concepts 
and rules that “set up” reality, Kant anticipates Tarski’s semantic theory. But what is of 
equal importance is that Kant does not endorse any single one of these theories, but em- 
braces them all. 

Kant gives us a general way of giving an account of all those truths that metaphysi- 
cians have always argued about. Using Kant’s terminology, we can say they are forms 
of synthetic a priori knowledge. Such knowledge is, briefly characterized, knowledge 
of our own rules with which we (necessarily) constitute reality. If a truth is not true be- 
Cause of our experiences, nor is it true because of the grammar or meanings of the sen- 
tences of our language, how else could it be defended? This was Hume’s dilemma, and 
with this two-test system of justification, he eliminated many of our most important be- 
liefs as “unjustifiable,” as neither “truths of reason” nor “matters of fact.” But now, we 
have our third way: A belief can be true, necessarily true, if it is one of those rules that 
we impose to constitute our experience. Thus we saw that Kant defended the truths of 
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arithmetic and geometry by showing that they were the “(a priori) forms of intuition,” 
the ways in which we must experience our world. So too will he defend all of those 
truths that Hume had claimed to be unjustifiable. 

The principle of universal causation is neither a generalization from experience nor 
an analytic truth, but rather a rule for “setting up” our world. That rule is, “Always look 
for regular (or ‘lawlike’) connections between events, so that you can explain an event 
as an effect of previous events, and therefore predict future events as well.” Like a rule 
in chess, this is not a move within the game but one of those rules that defines the game. 
So too with the principle of induction; it is neither based upon experience nor a trivial 
truth but a rule with which we govern all of our experience. So too for our belief in the 
“external” or material world, which Berkeley and Hume found so problematic. Our ex- 
perience alone will not tell us whether we are dreaming or not, and the idea of the ma- 
terial (“external”) world is not a tautology or a conceptual truth, It too is one of the rules 
that we use to constitute our experience, namely, that we shall always interpret our ex- 
perience of objects in space as external to us and as material or substantial. But notice, 
our metaphysical notion of substance is no longer that which is, by definition, outside of 
our experience. It is now part of the rules by which we set up our experience. 


FROM PROLEGOMENA TO ANY FUTURE METAPHYSICS 
BY IMMANUEL KANT’ 


My purpose is My purpose is to persuade all those who think meta- 
to persua de all physics worth studying that it is absolutely necessary 

3 to pause a moment and, regarding all that has been 
those who think done as though undone, to propose first the preliminary 
metaphy. sics worth question, “Whether such a thing as metaphysics can be 


š . even possible at all?” 
st udy Ing that it If it be science, how is it that it cannot, like other 


is absolutely sciences, obtain universal and lasting recognition? If 
necessary to... = how can it maintain its pretensions and keep the 
uman mind in suspense with hopes never ceasing, yet 
P rop ORE, first the never fulfilled? Whether then Sa Gia a d 
preliminary ques- knowledge or our ignorance in this field, we must 
tion, “Whether come one and for all to a definite conclusion respecting 
such at hing as the nature of this so-called science, which cannot pos- 
$ sibly remain on its present footing. It seems almost 
metaphysi cs can ridiculous, while every other science is continually ad- 
be even possible vancing, that in this, which pretends to be wisdom in- 
at all?” | carnate, for whose oracle everyone inquires, we should 


constantly move round the same spot, without gaining 
a single step. And so its votaries having melted away, 


“Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, trans. Lewis White Beck, New York: Bobbs- 
Merrill, 1959. 
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we do not find men confident of their ability to shine in other sciences venturing 

their reputation here, where everybody, however ignorant in other matters, pre- 

sumes to deliver a final verdict, because in this domain there is actually as yet no 

standard weight and measure to distinguish sound knowledge from shallow talk. 
eee 

Hume started chiefly from a single but important concept in metaphysics, 
namely, that of the connection of cause and effect (including its derivatives force 
and action, and so on). He challenged reason, which pretends to have given birth to 
this concept of herself, to answer him by what right she thinks anything could be so 
constituted that if that thing be posited, something else also must necessarily be 
posited; for this is the meaning of the concept of cause. He demonstrated irrefutably 
that it was perfectly impossible for reason to think a priori and by means of con- 
cepts such a combination, for it implies necessity. We cannot at all see why, in con- 
sequence of the existence of one thing, another must necessarily exist or how the 
concept of such a combination can arise a priori. Hence he inferred that reason was 
altogether deluded with reference to this concept, which she erroneously considered 
as one of her own children, whereas in reality it was nothing but a bastard of imagi- 
nation, impregnated by experience, which subsumed certain representations under 
the law of association and mistook a subjective necessity (habit) for an objective 
necessity arising from insight. Hence he inferred that reason had no power to think 
such combinations, even in general, because her concepts would then be purely 
fictitious and all her pretended a priori cognitions nothing but common experiences 
marked with a false stamp. In plain language, this means that there is not and can- 
not be any such thing as metaphysics at all. 

eee 

I openly confess my recollection of David Hume was the very thing which many 
years ago interrupted my dogmatic slumber and gave my investigations in the field 
of speculative philosophy a quite new direction. I was far from following him in the 
conclusions at which he arrived by regarding, not the whole of his problem, but a 
part, which by itself can give us no information. If we start from a well-founded, 
but undeveloped, thought which another has bequeathed to us, we may well hope 
by continued reflection to advance farther than the acute man to whom we owe the 
first spark of light. 

I therefore first tried whether Hume’s objection could not be put into a general 
form, and soon found that the concept of the connection of cause and effect was by 
no means the only concept by which the understanding thinks the connection of 
things a priori, but rather that metaphysics consists altogether of such concepts. I 
sought to ascertain their number; and when I had satisfactorily succeeded in this by 
Starting from a single principle, I proceeded to the deduction of these concepts, 
which I was now certain were not derived from experience,as Hume had attempted 
to derive them, but sprang from the pure understanding. This deduction (which 
seemed impossible to my acute predecessor, which had never even occurred to any- 
one else, though no one had hesitated to use the concepts without investigating the 
basis of their objective validity) was the most difficult task which ever could have 
been undertaken in the service of metaphysics; and the worst was that metaphysics, 
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such as it is, could not assist me in the least because this deduction alone can render 
metaphysics possible. But as soon as I had succeeded in solving Hume’s problem, 
not merely in a particular case, but with respect to the whole faculty of pure reason, 
I could proceed safely, though slowly, to determine the whole sphere of pure reason 
completely and from universal principles, in its boundaries as well as in its contents. 
This was required for metaphysics in order to construct its system according to a 
safe plan. 


+ In what sense is Kant’s theory of truth like the coherence 
theory? The pragmatic theory? The semantic theory? 


Kant gives us a way of resolving the age-old disputes of metaphysics—questions 
concerning reality as such. Since the claims of the metaphysicians are all synthetic a 
priori, Kant provides us with the following policy: 


1. Those claims that are rules by which we must interpret our experience are true— 
necessarily true. 

2. Those claims that contradict rules by which we must interpret our experience are 
false—necessarily false. 

3. Those that are not rules by which we must interpret our experience are either an- 
alytic, contingently true, or contingently false. 

4. Finally, those claims that cannot be decided by appeal to the rules of our experi- 
ences and make no difference to our experience one way or the other are to be 
rejected as possible topics of knowledge. 


The logical positivists in this century took this last part of Kant’s policy as a program 
for a devastating attack on metaphysics in general. Although the logical positivists, as 
empiricists in the tradition of David Hume, did not accept much of Kant’s theory, they 
wholeheartedly endorsed his rejection of claims that made no difference whatever to 
our experience. They said that any claim that makes no difference to our experience— 
that cannot be tested in any way—is meaningless. 

Some of the metaphysician’s claims will be upheld. For example, Kant saves New- 
ton’s (and Spinoza’s) determinism in his rule of causality, thus rejecting Leibniz’s “pre- 
established harmony” view as necessarily false. With some revisions, he accepts a large 
part of Leibniz’s view of space and time as relative, that is, relative to our experience. 
He saves the notion of substance because he says that one of the most important rules of 
our experience is that we see objects as substantial (that is, as “real”). But he does not 
accept the view that substance is something independent of human experience, for such 
a view, by definition, means that substance would be irrelevant to our experience. Nor 
does he accept the central dispute between Spinoza and Leibniz, whether there is but 

one substance or many, for no rule of our experience is concerned one way or another. 
It makes no difference to our experience. It is a metaphysician’s game and not a possi- 
ble topic for knowledge. 

Kant’s revolution is the elimination of “reality” and “truth” as external to ourselves. 
Since Kant, many philosophers no longer view human knowledge as the Passive recep- 
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tion of sensations or intuitions. And, needless to say, the problems of philosophy have 
become radically changed. 

Kant destroyed the old problems, resolved the old disputes, and answered Hume’s 
skepticism, at least for a while. In rejecting the correspondence theory of truth and the 
idea of an “external” reality, he eliminated the basis of those problems, disputes, and 
doubts. But I expect that you can already see a new and even more virulent version of 
those problems, disputes, and doubts on the horizon. By denying us our anchor in real- 
ity, Kant launches philosophy in a bold new direction, and he creates the dilemma that 
still defines philosophy today: If we supply our own rules for experience, is there any 
uniquely correct way of describing the way the world is? 

The basis of Kant’s theory is that we supply the rules according to which we consti- 
tute our experience. Truth can be talked about only within our experience and according 
to those rules. But you can see what happens when we raise the following question: 
What about people (or creatures) who are very different from us? Will they use the same 
rules? Will they have the same experiences? And, if we do differ from them, who is 
“right”? Whose rules are “better”? Whose experience is “true”? You can see here the 
problems of the coherence theory of truth coming to haunt Kant’s philosophy. Suppose 
there are two (or more) sets of rules, equally coherent? Can they both be “true”? And 
the problems of the semantic theory, too: What if there are different languages with dif- 
ferent basic concepts or categories, constituting different “facts”? Are they all “true”? 
You can appreciate how easily the German Romantic philosophers who immediately 
followed Kant replaced his notion of “constitution” with the more exciting notion of 
“creation.” We create our realities, they announced. We are all artists, building our 
worlds. Notice the words realities” and “worlds”; there is no longer confidence, much 
less a guarantee, that there is only one reality or one world. 

Kant’s most immediate follower, a German named Johann Gottlieb Fichte, used 
the pragmatic theory of truth to come to the same conclusion; the truth is, according to 
him, that which is most practical, most conducive to the good life, and the evaluation of 
different realities depends wholly on the practical consequences. (He said, in his most 
famous dictum: “The kind of philosophy a man chooses depends upon the kind of man 
he is.”) With Kant’s revolution, the Truth seems destined to be replaced by many truths. 

But before we go on to explore these intriguing complications, let us make it clear 
that Kant himself never accepted a word of all this. According to him, there was still but 
one possible set of rules and therefore only one way of constituting our experience, 
whoever we are, wherever we're from, and no matter what kind of conscious creature 
we happen to be. This means: one world, one science, one reality, and one truth. Kant 
tries to prove this in the central section of The Critique of Pure Reason in a formidable 
argument that he calls a “transcendental deduction.” 

Like so much philosophical jargon, Kant’s term is easily explained and is used often 
enough to make it worth explaining. You already know that a deduction is an inference 
from one statement to another according to a set of rules of inference. In this case, Kant 
attempts to infer from various statements that we believe, the basic rules (concepts, cat- 
egories) of human experience. This is what “transcendental” means, the basic rules of 
human experience. But a transcendental deduction is not satisfied with simply deducing 
some such rules; it also proves that they are the only rules that we are able to use to con- 
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stitute our experience. That is why it is so important to Kant. It allows him his revolu- 
tion without its anarchist consequences. 

The argument itself is enormously complicated and scholars who have studied it for 
half their lives still do not agree what it is or whether it is a valid argument. So, obvi- 
ously, we won't try to summarize it for you here. What can and must be said is this, 
however: Kant believed that such a transcendental deduction would prove that, although 
it is we ourselves who supply the rules of our experience and determine what can be 
true for us, we don’t have a choice in the matter. There is still only one truth for all of us. 

Philosophers are still arguing whether any such transcendental argument (Kant’s or 
not) might succeed. If one does, then people must, in their basic rules, all agree. (Of 
course, they will always disagree about particular matters; no two chess players make 
all the same moves.) But if there is no successful transcendental argument, then there 
need be no such universal agreement. It then makes sense to talk about different truths 
for different people. This, we may say, is the dominant battle of twentieth-century phi- 
losophy in the United States and in Europe. But obviously, it is not new to the twentieth 
century. Those who believe that there is only one set of rules and one truth are often 
called absolutists (though many philosophers find that name repulsive because it 
sounds so dogmatic). Others, who believe that there are different rules for different peo- 
ple and therefore different “truths,” are called relativists. You have probably already 
figured out that Plato, and Descartes, for example, were absolutists and that Protagoras 
and the Sophists were relativists. Kant was an absolutist. Most of his followers were rel- 
ativists. (This is obscured by the confusing fact that many of them talked about “the Ab- 
solute” all the time. But, they were still relativists, and to avoid confusion, we shall not 
talk about “the Absolute” at all in this book.) 


+ What consequences do you see following from the difference 
between relativism and absolutism on questions of knowl- 
edge? 


D. THE BATTLE IN EUROPE AFTER KANT: 
RELATIVISM AND ABSOLUTISM 


The story of philosophy in Europe since Kant is largely the story of a war between rel- 
ativism and absolutism, in which even the politics and arts of the times play a continu- 
ing role. The philosophers immediately following Kant, as we have already mentioned, 
pursued relativism with relish, developing alternative systems of philosophy as fast as 
they could find publishers. The philosopher Friedrich Schelling, for example, produced 
about one system a year at the turn of the century. He became the best-known “Roman- 
tic” philosopher of a large group of “Romantic” intellectuals, poets, and critics through- 
out Europe who turned to the virtual worship of individual “genius” and competed for 
the most extravagant and creative views of the world. The virtually undisputed winner 
of this contest, however, was not Schelling but one of his schoolmates, Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel. 
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1. Hegel 


Hegel was in college (Tübingen Lutheran seminary) when the French revolution was 
raging just across the border. He was just starting to put together his mature philosophy 
when Napoleon was attempting to take over all of Europe. This international turmoil 
helps us understand the global reach of Hegel’s philosophy and his bold effort to pro- 
claim an “absolute” position with reference to knowledge. Like many young German 
intellectuals in that exciting period, he was trying to get outside his provincial perspec- 
tive and to understand the world from a larger, even a “divine” point of view. Accord- 
ingly, Hegel’s theory of truth is part and parcel of his all-embracing system of thought. 

Hegel begins by rejecting many key metaphors that have ruled modern philosophy, 
especially all the “correspondence” metaphors in which the world in itself (or “the Ab- 
solute”) is on one side and our knowledge (beliefs, sentences, utterances) are on the 
other, separated by some distorting filter (our senses) or actively altered by the machin- 
ery of our understanding. In place of such metaphors (and the skepticism they in- 
evitably engender), Hegel suggests a holistic worldview in which consciousness and the 
world are not separate but inseparably integrated. In traditional terms, this means that 
there is no world, no reality-in-itself apart from consciousness. 

It also means that we must give up our view of consciousness and the self as self- 
enclosed and, in some sense, “inside” us. Indeed, Hegel also suggests that we give up 
the view that the self is essentially a feature of the individual: the self—or “Spirit”—is 
shared by all of us; or rather, in more Platonic language, we all “participate” in Spirit. 
Not surprisingly, Hegel was familiar with some Oriental thinkers and incorporated 
some Eastern views into his notion of truth. However, the truth, according to Hegel, “is 
the whole”—that is, the unity of all our consciousnesses and the world. This means that 
there is no saying (and no point in attempting to say) what the world might be apart 
from our conceptions of it. But neither is this to invite skepticism, for the world is noth- 
ing but the synthesis of all our possible conceptions of it. 

Hegel, like Kant, is an idealist. He calls himself an “absolute idealist” (in contrast to 
Kant’s “transcendental idealism”), This means, simply stated, that reality is the product 
of mind (not individual minds, of course)—the cosmic mind, “Spirit.” Yet this opens the 
way for the most radical departure from Kant, who argued at great length that there 
could be but one possible way of conceiving the world—that is, one a priori set of 
forms of intuition (space and time) and one set of categories (substance, causality, etc.). 
Hegel’s predecessor (Kant’s immediate successor) Fichte had already argued that there 
are at least two basically different ways of envisioning the world—the scientific, objec- 
tive (“dogmatic”) way and the practical, moral, activist (“idealist”) way—and rather 
than being simply “right” or “wrong,” Fichte had declared famously that “The philoso- 
phy a man chooses depends upon the kind of man that he is.” Hegel goes a giant step 
further and provides a long series of possible conceptions of the world—or “forms of 
consciousness”—conceptions that are not divided into “practical” and “theoretical” 
but, Hegel tells us, all of which have both their practical and their theoretical aspects. 
(Once again Hegel rejects an age-old dichotomy.) Such views are not simply alternative 
options, as if we could each simply chose one or another (as Kierkegaard would argue 
some years later). The way we view the world is already determined by our place in his- 
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tory, our language, and our society. Nor is the variety of forms of consciousness a 
demonstration of the now-popular view that there is no “correct” way of knowing. The 
various forms of consciousness emerge one from another by way of improvement or by 
way of opposition (as, for example, scientific theories tend to follow one another), and 
(again, as in science) there is always the necessary sense that they are all moving toward 
some final end—the correct view. So, too, Hegel insists that all these different concep- 
tions and ways of viewing the world are leading up to something—to a viewpoint that 
is not relative to any particular viewpoint or perspective. This is the standpoint he calls 
“absolute knowing.” 

This idea that the various forms of consciousness emerge one from another and lead 
us eventually to the absolute is perhaps Hegel’s most exciting philosophical contribu- 
tion to Western thinking. Virtually every other philosopher we have discussed, whether 
metaphysician or epistemologist, essentially offered us a static view of knowledge, a 
concept of the understanding that—except for education from childhood and the de- 
tailed knowledge gained by the sciences—did not change, did not grow, did not de- 
velop. Hegel provides philosophy (and humanity) with a historical perspective. Truth is 
not, as many philosophers had insisted ever since ancient times, what is. Truth develops, 
as the human mind develops. Truth is not being but becoming. Truth develops through 
conflict and confrontation, or what Hegel famously calls a dialectice (a term he bor- 
rowed from Kant but which goes back to the Greeks). 

In an important sense, it is Hegel who discovers (or invents) the history of philoso- 
phy. Other philosophers had talked about their predecessors, of course. (Aristotle, for 
instance, provided us with much of what we know about the pre-Socratic philosophers.) 
But what Hegel suggests is that something more is to be gleaned than a mere sequence 
of refutations, additions, and improvements to thought; it is reality itself that is being 
converted. The history of philosophy, accordingly, is but one aspect of an incredible 
cosmic odyssey, a “phenomenology of spirit”—the development through time not only 
of consciousness but of reality too. 

The selection that follows is from the Introduction of Hegel’s 1807 masterpiece, The 
Phenomenology of Spirit. In this book, Hegel presents a dialectic of various forms of 
consciousness, from the most primitive sensory perception to the most sophisticated 
views of the Enlightenment and “Revealed Religion” (Christianity), culminating in that 
final stage of “Absolute Knowing.” In these paragraphs, Hegel rejects the traditional 
metaphors of epistemology and argues that skepticism should not be taken at all seri- 
ously. He then suggests the holistic form of his overall system. (There is more on 
Hegel's notion of “Spirit” in Chapter 5, p. 369.) 


FROM THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF SPIRIT 
BY G. W. F. HEGEL!° 


It is a natural assumption that in philosophy, before we start to deal with its proper 
subject-matter, viz. the actual cognition of what truly is, one must first of all come 


10G, W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller, New York: Oxford University Press, 1977 
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to an understanding about cognition, which is regarded either as the instrument to 
get hold of the Absolute, or as the medium through which one discovers it. A cer- 
tain uneasiness seems justified, partly because there are different types of cognition, 
and one of them might be more appropriate than another for the attainment of this 
goal, so that we could make a bad choice of means; and partly because cognition is 
a faculty of a definite kind and scope, and thus, without a more precise definition of 
its nature and limits, we might grasp clouds of error instead of the heaven of truth. 
This feeling of uneasiness is surely bound to be transformed into the conviction that 
the whole project of securing for consciousness through cognition what exists in it- 
self is absurd, and that there is a boundary between cognition and the Absolute that 
completely separates form. For, if cognition is the instrument for getting hold of ab- 
solute being, it is obvious that the use of an instrument on a thing certainly does not 
let it be what it is for itself, but rather sets out to reshape and alter it. If, on the other 
hand, cognition is not an instrument of our activity but a more or less passive 
medium through which the light of truth reaches us, then again we do not receive 
the truth as it is in itself, but only as it exists through and in this medium, Either 
way we employ a means which immediately brings about the opposite of its own 
end; or rather, what is really absurd is that we should make use of a means at all. 

It would seem, to be sure, that this evil could be remedied through an acquain- 
tance with the way in which the instrument works; for this would enable us to elim- 
inate from the representation of the Absolute which we have gained through it 
whatever is due to the instrument, and thus get the truth in its purity. But this “im- 
provement” would in fact only bring us back to where we were before. If we 
remove from a reshaped thing what the instrument has done to it, then the thing— 
here the Absolute—becomes for us exactly what it was before this (accordingly) 
superfluous effort. On the other hand, if the Absolute is supposed merely to be 
brought nearer to us through this instrument, without anything in it being altered, 
like a bird caught by a lime-twig, it would surely laugh our little ruse to scorn, 
if it were not with us, in and for itself, all along, and of its own volition. For a 
ruse is just what cognition would be in such a case, since it would, with its mani- 
fold exertions, be giving itself the air of doing something quite different from 
creating a merely immediate and therefore effortless relationship. Or, if by testing 
cognition, which we conceive of as a medium, we get to know the law of its refrac- 
tion, it is again useless to subtract this from the end result. For it is not the refrac- 
tion of the ray, but the ray itself whereby truth reaches us, that is cognition; and if 
this were removed, all that would be indicated would be a pure direction or a blank 
space. 

Meanwhile, if the fear of falling into error sets up a mistrust of Science, which in 
the absence of such scruples gets on with the work itself, and actually cognizes 
something, it is hard to see why we should not turn round and mistrust this very 
mistrust. Should we not be concerned as to whether this fear of error is not just the 
error itself? Indeed, this fear takes something—a great deal in fact—for granted as 
truth, supporting its scruples and inferences on what is itself in need of prior 
scrutiny to see if it is true. To be specific, it takes for granted certain ideas about 
cognition as an instrument and as a medium, and assumes that there is a difference 
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between ourselves and this cognition. Above all, it presupposes that the Absolute 
stands on one side and cognition on the other, independent and separated from it, 
and yet is something real; or in other words, it presupposes that cognition which, 
since it is excluded from the Absolute, is surely outside 
of the truth as well, is nevertheless true, an assumption 


The Absolute alone whereby what calls itself fear of error reveals itself 
is true, or the truth | rather as fear of the truth. 
alone is absolute. This conclusion stems from the fact that the Ab- 
solute alone is true, or the truth alone is absolute. 
eee 


Now, because it has only phenomenal knowledge for its object, this exposition 
seems not to be Science, free and self-moving in its own peculiar shape; yet from 
this standpoint it can be regarded as the path of the natural consciousness which 
presses forward to true knowledge; or as the way of the Soul which journeys 
through the series of its own configurations as though they were the stations ap- 
pointed for it by its own nature, so that it may purify itself for the life of the Spirit, 
and achieve finally, through a completed experience of life itself, the awareness of 
what it really is in itself. 

Natural consciousness will show itself to be only the Notion of knowledge, or in 
other words, not to be real knowledge. But since it directly takes itself to be real 
knowledge, this path has a negative significance for it, and what is in fact the real- 
ization of the Notion, counts for it rather as the loss of its own self; for it does lose 
its truth on this path. The road can therefore be regarded as the pathway of doubt, 
or more precisely as the way of despair. For what happens on it is not what is ordi- 
narily understood when the word “doubt” is used: shilly-shallying about this or that 
presumed truth, followed by a return to that truth again, after the doubt has been ap- 
propriately dispelled—so that at the end of the process the matter is taken to be 
what it was in the first place. On the contrary, this path is the conscious insight into 
the untruth of phenomenal knowledge, for which the supreme reality is what is in 
truth only the unrealized Notion. Therefore this thoroughgoing scepticism is also 
not the scepticism with which an earnest zeal for truth and Science fancies it has 
prepared and equipped itself in their service: the resolve, in Science, not to give 
oneself over to the thoughts of others, upon mere authority, but to examine every- 
thing for oneself and follow only one’s conviction, or better still, to produce every- 
thing oneself, and accept only one’s deed as what is true. 

The series of configurations which consciousness goes through along this road 
is, in reality, the detailed history of the education of consciousness itself to the 
standpoint of Science. That zealous resolve represents this education simplistically 
as something directly over and done with in the making of the resolution; but the 
way of the Soul is the actual fulfillment of the resolution, in contrast to the untruth 
of that view. Now, following one’s own conviction is, of course, more than giving 
| oneself over to authority; but changing an opinion accepted on authority into an 
opinion held out of personal conviction, does not necessarily alter the content of the 
opinion, or replace error with truth. The only difference between being caught up in 
| a system of opinions and prejudices based on personal conviction, and being caught 
up in one based on the authority of others, lies in the added conceit that is innate in 
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the former position. The scepticism that is directed against the whole range of phe- 
nomenal consciousness, on the other hand, renders the Spirit for the first time com- 
petent to examine what truth is. For it brings about a state of despair about all the 
so-called natural ideas, thoughts, and opinions, regardless of whether they are 
called one’s own or someone else’s, ideas with which the consciousness that sets 
about the examination (of truth) straight away is still filled and hampered, so that it 
is, in fact, incapable of carrying out what it wants to undertake. 

The necessary progression and interconnection of the forms of the unreal con- 
sciousness will by itself bring to pass the completion of the series. To make this 
more intelligible, it may be remarked, in a preliminary and general way, that the ex- 
position of the untrue consciousness in its untruth is not a merely negative proce- 
dure. The natural consciousness itself normally takes this one-sided view of it; and 
a knowledge which makes the one-sidedness its very essence is itself one of the 
patterns of incomplete consciousness which occurs on the road itself, and will man- 
ifest itself in due course. This is just the scepticism which only ever sees pure noth- 
ingness in its result and abstracts from the fact that this nothingness is specifically 
the nothingness of that from which it results. For it is only when it is taken as the re- 
sult of that from which it emerges, that it is, in fact, the true result; in that case it is 
itself a determinate nothingness, one which has a content. The scepticism that ends 
up with the bare abstraction of nothingness or emptiness cannot get any further 
from there, but must wait to see whether something new comes along and what it is, 
in order to throw it too into the same empty abyss. But when, on the other hand, the 
result is conceived as it is in truth, namely, as a determinate negation, a new form 
has thereby immediately arisen, and in the negation the transition is made through 
which the progress through the complete series of forms comes about of itself. 

+++ 

This contradiction and its removal will become more definite if we call to mind 
the abstract determinations of truth and knowledge as they occur in consciousness. 
Consciousness simultaneously distinguishes itself from something, and at the same 
time relates itself to it, or, as it is said, this something exists for consciousness; and 
the determinate aspect of the relating, or of the being of something for a conscious- 
ness, is knowing. But we distinguish the being-for-another from being-in-itself; 
whatever is related to knowledge or knowing is also distinguished from it, and 
posited as existing outside of this relationship; this being-in-itself is called truth. 
Just what might be involved in these determinations is of no further concern to us 
here. Since our object is phenomenal knowledge, its determinations too will at first 
be taken directly as they present themselves; and they do present themselves very 
much as we have already apprehended them. 

Now, if we inquire into the truth of knowledge, it seems that we are asking what 
knowledge is in itself. Yet in this inquiry knowledge is our object, something that 
exists for us; and the in-itself that would supposedly result from it would rather be 
the being of knowledge for us. What we asserted to be its essence would be not so 
much its truth but rather just our knowledge of it. The essence or criterion would lie 
within ourselves, and that which was to be compared with it and about which a de- 
cision would be reached through this comparison would not necessarily have to rec- 
ognize the validity of such a standard. 
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Starting from a clearly Kantian perspective, Hegel taught that we have to stop talking 
about “true” and “false” philosophies, and “true” and “false” religions, political sys- 
tems, societies, scientific theories, and values. There are only different “forms of con- 
sciousness,” some more sophisticated and perspicacious than others, but none wholly 
true (or false) to the exclusion of others. Hegel wholly endorsed the Kantian thesis that 
the world is nothing other than the way in which we constitute it. 

Hegel’s dialectic was essentially a dialectic of ideas, a series of confrontations of 
various forms of consciousness so that we could see how they all form an interlocking 
view of reality. But although philosophy and human history improve through time— 
eventually reaching a form of absolute knowledge and (Hegel hoped) world peace and 
universal freedom—the movement itself is by no means a smooth progression. It was of- 
ten violent, both in the intellectual realm and in the flesh-and-blood world of human 
politics, which Hegel grimly referred to as “the slaughter-bench of history.” 


+ How does Hegel address the problem of skepticism in reject- 
ing the “correspondence metaphors” of philosophy? 


One of Hegel’s most enthusiastic followers, a young student in Berlin named Karl 
Marx, thought that Hegel had the dialectic of history turned upside down. It is not ideas 
that determine world history, Marx argued, but rather the details of history—in particu- 
lar the economic details—that determine the ideas, including the ideas of philosophers. 
From this notion of dialectic Marx developed his powerful and influential view of his- 
tory as class conflict, replacing Hegel’s abstract “forms of consciousness” with the day- 
to-day battles of wages, jobs, exploitation, and profits.!! 

In what follows, Hegel presents an overview of his all-embracing notion of “spirit” 
(also called “the Idea”). Spirit, in one sense, is God, but the concept embraces all of hu- 
manity, all of history, and all of nature as well. The point of the argument is that the 
world itself develops and changes, and so the virtues and truths of one generation may 
well become inadequate to the next generation. Yet this is not relativism in the crude 
sense, such that a truth, for example, is only true for a particular person or people. First, 
truth is not, in this sense, subjective; it is to be found in the world and not just in the 
minds of individuals or groups. Second, and even more important, to say that a truth is 
inadequate from a later, probably more expansive, point of view is not to say that it 
“was true but now is false;” rather, it shows that we are slowly approaching an ever 
more adequate conception of the truth, a truth which, in the following selection, Hegel 
calls “Freedom.” Freedom is God’s purpose developing through history and humanity. 


FROM REASON IN HISTORY 
py G. W. F. HEGEL"? 

| 

| The question of the means whereby Freedom develops itself into a world leads us 
directly to the a" of history. Although Freedom as such is primarily an 


The familiar doctrine of Hegel’s dialectic is often known only in terms of “thesis-antithesis- synthesis.” In 
fact these categories are rarely used by either Hegel or Marx. 
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internal idea, the means it uses are the external phenomena which in history present 
themselves directly before our eyes. The first glance at history convinces us that the 
actions of men spring from their needs, their passions, their interests, their charac- 
ters, and their talents. Indeed, it appears as if in this drama of activities these needs, 
passions, and interests are the sole springs of action and the main efficient cause. It 
is true that this drama involves also universal purposes, benevolence, or noble patri- 
otism. But such virtues and aims are insignificant on the broad canvas of history. 
We may, perhaps, see the ideal of Reason actualized in those who adopt such aims 
and in the spheres of their influence; but their number is small in proportion to the 
mass of the human race and their influence accordingly limited. Passions, private 
aims, and the satisfaction of selfish desires are, on the contrary, tremendous springs 
of action. Their power lies in the fact that they respect none of the limitations which 
law and morality would impose on them; and that these natural impulses are closer 
to the core of human nature than the artificial and troublesome discipline that tends 
toward order, self-restraint, law, and morality. 

When we contemplate this display of passions and the consequences of their vi- 
olence, the unreason which is associated not only with them, but even—rather we 
might say especially—with good designs and righteous aims; when we see arising 
therefrom the evil, the vice, the ruin that has befallen the most flourishing kingdoms 
which the mind of man ever created, we can hardly avoid being filled with sorrow 
at this universal taint of corruption. And since this decay is not the work of mere 
nature, but of human will, our reflections may well lead us to a moral sadness, a re- 
volt of the good will (spirit)—if indeed it has a place within us. Without rhetorical 
exaggeration, a simple, truthful account of the miseries that have overwhelmed the 
noblest of nations and polities and the finest exemplars of private virtue forms a 
most fearful picture and excites emotions of the profoundest and most hopeless sad- 
ness, counter-balanced by no consoling result. We can endure it and strengthen our- 
selves against it only by thinking that this is the way it had to be—it is fate; nothing 
can be done, And at last, out of the boredom with which this sorrowful reflection 
threatens us, we draw back into the vitality of the present, into our aims and inter- 
ests of the moment; we retreat, in short, into the selfishness that stands on the quiet 
shore and thence enjoys in safety the distant spectacle of wreckage and confusion. 

But in contemplating history as the slaughter-bench at which the happiness of 
peoples, the wisdom of states, and the virtue of individuals have been sacrificed, a 
question necessarily arises: To what principle, to what final purpose, have these 
monstrous sacrifices been offered? 

From here one usually proceeds to the starting point of our investigation: the 
events which make up this picture of gloomy emotion and thoughtful reflection are 
only the means for realizing the essential destiny, the absolute and final purpose, or, 
what amounts to the same thing, the true result of world history. We have all along 
purposely eschewed that method of reflection which ascends from this scene of par- 
ticulars to general principles. Besides, it is not in the interest of such sentimental 
reflections really to rise above these depressing emotions and to solve the mysteries 
of Providence presented in such contemplations. It is rather their nature to dwell 
melancholically on the empty and fruitless sublimities of their negative result. For 
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this reason we return to our original point of view. What we shall have to say about 
it will also answer the questions put to us by this panorama of history. 

The first thing we notice—something which has been stressed more than once 
before but which cannot be repeated too often, for it belongs to the central point of 
our inquiry—is the merely general and abstract nature of what we call principle, 
final purpose, destiny, or the nature and concept of Spirit. A principle, a law is 
something implicit, which as such, however true in itself, is not completely real (ac- 
tual). Purposes, principles, and the like, are at first in our thoughts, our inner inten- 
tion. They are not yet in reality. That which is in itself is a possibility, a faculty. It 
has not yet emerged out of its implicitness into existence. A second element must 
be added for it to become reality, namely, activity, actualization. The principle of 
this is the will, man’s activity in general. It is only through this activity that the con- 
cept and its implicit (“being-in-themselves”) determinations can be realized, actual- 
ized; for of themselves they have no immediate efficacy. The activity which puts 
them in operation and in existence is the need, the instinct, the inclination, and pas- 
sion of man. When I have an idea I am greatly interested in transforming it into ac- 
tion, into actuality. In its realization through my participation I want to find my own 
satisfaction. A purpose for which I shall be active must in some way be my pur- 
pose; I must thereby satisfy my own desires, even though it may have ever so many 
aspects which do not concern me. This is the infinite right of the individual to find 
itself satisfied in its activity and labor. If men are to be interested in anything they 
must have “their heart” in it. Their feelings of self-importance must be satisfied. 
But here a misunderstanding must be avoided. To say that an individual “has an in- 
terest” in something is justly regarded as a reproach or blame; we imply that he 
seeks only his private advantage. Indeed, the blame implies not only his disregard 
of the common interest, but his taking advantage of it and even his sacrificing it to 
his own interest. Yet, he who is active for a cause is not simply “interested,” but “in- 
terested in it.” Language faithfully expresses this distinction. Nothing therefore 
happens, nothing is accomplished, unless those concerned with an issue find their 
own satisfaction in it. They are particular individuals; they have their special needs, 
instincts, and interests. They have their own particular desires and volitions, their 
own insight and conviction, or at least their own attitude and opinion, once the aspi- 
rations to reflect, understand, and reason have been awakened. Therefore people de- 
mand that a cause for which they should be active accord with their ideas. And they 
expect their opinion—concerning its goodness, justice, advantage, profit—to be 
taken into account. This is of particular importance today when people are moved 
to support a cause not by faith in other people’s authority, but rather on the basis of 
their own independent judgment and conviction. 

We assert then that nothing has been accomplished without an interest on the 
| part of those who brought it about. And if “interest” be called “passion” —because 

the whole individuality is concentrating all its desires and powers, with every fiber 

of volition, to the neglect of all other actual or possible interests and aims, on one 
object—we may then affirm without qualification that nothing great in the world 
has been accomplished without passion. 

e+e 
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[O]ne may indeed question whether those manifestations of vitality on the part 
of individuals and peoples in which they seek and satisfy their own purposes are, at 
the same time, the means and tools of a higher and broader purpose of which they 
know nothing, which they realize unconsciously. This purpose has been questioned, 

and in every variety of form denied, decried, and de- 

Reason governs nounced as mere dreaming and “philosophy.” On this 
point, however, I announced my view at the very out- 
the world and set, and asserted our hypothesis—which eventually 
has consequently will appear as the result of our investigation—namely, 
governe d its that Reason governs the world and has consequently 
p governed its history. In relation to this Reason, which 
history. is universal and substantial, in and for itself, all else is 

subordinate, subservient, and the means for its actual- 
ization. Moreover, this Reason is immanent in historical existence and reaches its 
own perfection in and through this existence. The union of the abstract universal, 
existing in and for itself, with the particular or subjective, and the fact that this 
union alone constitutes truth are a matter of speculative philosophy which, in this 
general form, is treated in logic. But in its historical development (the subjective 
side, consciousness, is not yet able to know what is) the abstract final aim of history, 
the idea of Spirit, for it is then itself in process and incomplete. The idea of Spirit is 
not yet its distant object of desire and interest. Thus desire is still unconscious of its 
purpose; yet it already exists in the particular purposes and realizes itself through 
them. The problem concerning the union of the general and the subjective may also 
be raised under the form of the union of freedom and necessity. We consider the im- 
manent development of the Spirit, existing in and for itself, as necessary, while we 
refer to freedom the interests contained in men’s conscious volitions. 


¢ What is Hegel's dialectic and how does it relate to truth as 
he understands it? How do you think Marx revises this no- 
tion? 


2. Schopenhauer 


Arthur Schopenhauer claimed to be a faithful student of Kant. Indeed, he claimed to 
be the only faithful interpreter of what he took to be Kant’s central idea, the distinction 
between the constituted world of our experience and an underlying reality, which could 
be found in the realm of the Will. But Schopenhauer, who was one of the great ec- 
centrics in the history of philosophy, gave Kant’s philosophy a dramatic twist, encour- 
aged by his readings of Eastern philosophy. In place of Kant’s confidence in the truth of 
the world of our experience, Schopenhauer invokes the Buddhist conception of the “veil 
of Maya” and declares our experience of the world to be largely illusion. Meanwhile the 
Will, which Kant takes to be inherently rational, becomes an irrational, impersonal, in- 
ner force for Schopenhauer, exerting itself to no particular purpose within us. The most 
evident manifestation of the Will, in us and in all creatures, Schopenhauer suggests, is 
sexual desire, the often urgent and foolish desire to reproduce ourselves, so that our 
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offspring can reproduce themselves, and so on and so on, to no end whatever. Thus 
Schopenhauer, like the Buddha, stresses the futility of desire, and his whole philosophy 
is aimed at giving us some relief from the Will. (In our final chapter on aesthetics, 
“Beauty,” we will see that Schopenhauer invokes the power of art to give us this relief.) 
But the Will is ultimate reality, and within its purposeless striving dwell all of the peo- 
ples and all of the creatures of nature. The following selection is from Schopenhauer’s 
great book, The World as Will and Representation. 


FROM THE WORLD AS WILL AND REPRESENTATION 
BY ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER?} 


The will, considered purely in itself, is devoid of knowledge, and is only a blind, 
irresistible cure, as we see it appear in inorganic and vegetable nature and in their 
laws, and also in the vegetative part of our own life. Through the addition of the 
world as representation, developed for its service, the will obtains knowledge of 

its own willing and what it wills, namely that this is nothing but this world, life, 
precisely as it exists. We have therefore called the phenomenal world the mirror, 
the objectivity, of the will; and as what the will wills is always life, just because 
this is nothing but the presentation of that willing for the representation, it is imma- 
terial and a mere pleonasm if, instead of simply saying “the will,” we say “the 
will-to-live.” 

As the will is the thing-in-itself, the inner content, the essence of the world, but 
life, the visible world, the phenomenon, is only the mirror of the will, this world 
will accompany the will as inseparably as a body is accompanied by its shadow; 
and if will exists, then life, the world, will exist. Therefore life is certain to the will- 
to-live, and as long as we are filled with the will-to-live we need not be apprehen- 
sive for our existence, even at the sight of death. It is true that we see the individual 
come into being and pass away; but the individual is only phenomenon, exists only 
for knowledge involved in the principle of sufficient reason, in the principium indi- 
viduationis. Naturally, for this knowledge, the individual receives his life as a gift, 
rises out of nothing, and then suffers the loss of this gift through death, and returns 
to nothing. We, however, wish to consider life philosophically, that is to say, ac- 
cording to its Ideas, and then we shall find that neither the will, the thing-in-itself in 
all phenomena, nor the subject of knowing, the spectator of all phenomena, is in 
any way affected by birth and death. Birth and death belong only to the phenome- 
non of the will, and hence to life; and it is essential to this that is manifest itself in 
individuals that come into being and pass away, as fleeting phenomena, appearing 
in the form of time, of that which in itself knows no time, but must be manifested 
precisely in the way aforesaid in order to objectify its real nature. Birth and death 
belong equally to life, and hold the balance as mutual conditions of each other, or, 
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if the expression be preferred, as poles of the whole phenomenon of life. The wisest 
of all mythologies, the Indian, expresses this by giving to the very god who sym- 
bolizes destruction and death (just as Brahma, the most sinful and lowest god of the 
Trimurti, symbolizes generation, origination, and Vishnu preservation), by giving, I 
say, to Shiva as an attribute not only the necklace of skulls, but also the lingam, that 
symbol of generation which appears as the counterpart of death. In this way it is in- 
timated that generation and death are essential correlatives which reciprocally neu- 
tralize and eliminate each other. It was precisely the same sentiment that prompted 
the Greeks and Romans to adorn the costly sarcophagi, just as we still see them, 
with feasts, dances, marriages, hunts, fights between wild beasts, bacchanalia, that 
is with presentations of life’s most powerful urge. This they present to us not only 
through such diversions and merriments, but even in sensual groups, to the point of 
showing us the sexual intercourse between satyrs and goats. The object was obvi- 
ously to indicate with the greatest emphasis from the death of the mourned individ- 
ual the immortal life of nature, and thus to intimate, although without abstract 
knowledge, that the whole of nature is the phenomenon, and also the fulfillment, of 
the will-to-live. The form of this phenomenon is time, space, and causality, and 
through these individuation, which requires that the individual must come into be- 
ing and pass away. But this no more disturbs the will-to-live—the individual being 
only a particular example or specimen, so to speak, of the phenomenon of this 
will—than does the death of an individual injure the whole of nature. For it is not 
the individual that nature cares for, but only the species; and in all seriousness she 
urges the preservation of the species, since she provides for this so lavishly through 
the immense surplus of the seed and the great strength of the fructifying impulse. 
The individual, on the contrary, has no value for nature, and can have none, for 
infinite time, infinite space, and the infinite number of 
possible individuals therein are her kingdom. Therefore 


Now man is nature 
herself, and indeed 
nature at the high- 
est grade of her 
self-consciousness, 
but nature is only 
the objectified 
will-to-live. 


nature is always ready to let the individual fall, and the 
individual is accordingly not only exposed to destruc- 
tion in a thousand ways from the most insignificant ac- 
cidents, but is even destined for this and is led towards 
it by nature herself, from the moment that individual 
has served the maintenance of the species. In this way, 
nature quite openly expresses the great truth that only 
the Ideas, not individuals, have reality proper, in other 
words are a complete objectivity of the will. Now man 
is nature herself, and indeed nature at the highest grade 
of her self-consciousness, but nature is only the ob- 


jectified will-to-live; the person who has grasped and retained this point of view 
may certainly and justly console himself for his own death and for that of his friends 
by looking back on the immortal life of nature, which he himself is. 


¢ What follows from Schopenhauer’s celebration of the Will as 
the “thing-in-itself,” the truth behind all reality? 
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3. Nietzsche 


After Hegel, relativism became ever more sophisticated. In Marx, differences in philo- 
sophical worldviews were explained in terms of different economic and social circum- 
stances. The question was no longer “which view of the world is true?” but rather, 
“what circumstances would make a person believe that?” Hegel’s rival Arthur Schopen- 
hauer defended the radical idea that what we called reality was in fact an illusion; and a 
few years later, following Schopenhauer, a similar view was defended by the eccentric 
but brilliant iconoclast, Friedrich Nietzsche. He too attacked the traditional notions 
of truth with a vengeance and argued that there could be as many equally “true” (or 
equally “false” —it doesn’t matter) worldviews as there were creative people and soci- 
eties. He also urged that every person adopt for himself or herself as many different 
worldviews as possible, at one time or another, as a matter of “experiment.” 

Like Schopenhauer, he considered all such views as dictated by the Will and not 
merely as knowledge as such, and, like Marx, he replaced the old question, “which view 
of the world is true?” with a question of circumstances. But Nietzsche was not inter- 
ested in economic or social circumstances so much as psychological factors. So he 
asked, “What kind of personality would need to believe that?” Truth is no longer even 
an issue. In fact, even rationality is starting to feel the threat of relativism. For, with 
Nietzsche, not only is truth out the window, but coherence and pragmatism are forced to 
take second place as well. What comes first? Excitement, adventure, heroism, creativity, 
and what Nietzsche generally calls “the will to power.” Of course, one must still act ra- 
tionally if one is to achieve these things, but thinking, in Nietzsche’s view, plays at most 
a secondary role in our lives. 

Nietzsche’s view of truth was, to put it mildly, startling. His basic claim was a para- 
dox: “truth is error.” This can be interpreted in many different ways, and Nietzsche him- 
self interprets and reinterprets it from many different perspectives—which is quite in 
line with his view of truth itself. “There are no facts,” he tells us, “only interpretations.” 
Elsewhere he tells us that there are only “perspectives,” various ways of viewing the 
world and no ultimately correct (or incorrect) way. The very idea of “Truth,” he writes, 
and the curious obsession with truth enjoyed by the scholars, is a kind of pathology, or 
at least a real curiosity, that requires examination. Why are we so enamored with the 
idea of “the Truth”? How and why did philosophers ever get the idea that there is an- 
other world, more real and “better” than this one? 


ON TRUTH 
BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE! 


| Sense for Truth—Commend me to all skepticism where I am permitted to answer: 
| “Let us put it to the test!” But I don’t wish to hear anything more of things and 


The individual readings are, in order, from The Gay Science, trans. W. Kaufmann, New York: Random 
House, 1966; Will to Power, trans. W. Kaufmann, New York: Random House, 1967; Beyond Good and Evil, 
trans. W. Kaufmann, New York: Random House, 1967; Twilight of the Idols, trans. W. Kaufmann, New York: 


Viking, 1954 
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refutable errors. 


The falseness of a 
Judgement is to us 
not necessarily an 
objection to a 
judgement. 


questions which do not admit of being tested. That is the limit of my “sense for 
truth”: for bravery has there lost its right. 


Life no Argument.—We have arranged for ourselves a world in which we can live— 
by the postulating of bodies, lines, surfaces, causes and effects, motion and rest, 
form and content: without these articles of faith no one could manage to live at pre- 
sent! But for all that they are still unproved. Life is no argument; error might be 
among the conditions of life. 


Ultimate Scepticism.—But what after all are man’s truths?—They are his ir- 


Truth is the kind of error without which a certain species of life could not live. The 
value for life is ultimately decisive. 


The criterion of truth resides in the enhancement of the feeling of power. 


What is truth?—Inertia; that hypothesis which gives rise to contentment; smallest 
expenditure of spiritual force, etc. 


There are many kinds of eyes. Even the sphinx has eyes—and consequently there 
are many kinds of “truths,” and consequently there is no truth. 


The falseness of a judgement is to us not necessarily an objection to a 
judgement. . . . The question is to what extent it is life-advancing, life-preserving, 
species-preserving, perhaps even species-breeding; and our fundamental tendency 


is to assert that the falsest judgements (to which syn- 
thetic a priori judgements belong) are the most indis- 
pensable to us, that without granting as true the fictions 
of logic, without measuring reality against the purely 
invented world of the unconditional and self-identical, 
without continual falsification of the world by means 
of numbers, mankind could not live—that to renounce 
false judgements would be to renounce life, would be 
to deny life. 


è What does Nietzsche mean when he claims that truths are 


errors? 


HOW THE “TRUE WORLD” FINALLY BECAME A FABLE; 
THE HISTORY OF AN ERROR 


1. The true world—attainable for the sage, the pious, the virtuous man; he lives in 


it, he is it. 


(The oldest form of the idea, relatively sensible, simple, and persuasive. A cir- 
cumlocution for the sentence, “I, Plato, am the truth.”) 
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2. The true world—unattainable for now, but promised for the sage, the pious, the 
virtuous man (“for the sinner who repents”). 

(Progress of the idea: it becomes more subtle, insidious, incomprehensible—ir 
becomes female, it becomes Christian.) 

3. The true world—unattainable, indemonstrable, unpromisable; but the very 
thought of it—a consolation, an obligation, an imperative. 

(At bottom, the old sun, but seen through mist and skepticism. The idea has be- 
come elusive, pale, Nordic, Kénigsbergian [i.e., Kantian].) 

4. The true world—unattainable? At any rate, unattained. And being unattained, 
also unknown. Consequently, not consoling, redeeming, or obligating: how could 
something unknown obligate us? 

(Gray morning. The first yawn of reason. The cockcrow of positivism.) 

5. The “true” world—an idea which is no longer good for anything, not even obli- 
gating—an idea which has become useless and superfluous—consequently, a re- 
futed idea: let us abolish it! 

(Bright day; breakfast; return of bon sens and cheerfulness; Plato’s embarrassed 
blush; pandemonium of all free spirits.) 

6. The true world-we have abolished. What world has remained? The apparent one 
perhaps? But no! With the true world we have also abolished the apparent one. 
(Noon; moment of the briefest shadow; end of the longest error; high point of 
humanity; INCIPIT ZARATHUSTRA.) 


Although Nietzsche wrote in the last half of the nineteenth century, his works were 
ignored until this century, when they made an enormous impact (not all of it positive), 
first in Germany and, only recently, in Europe and in the United States. Nietzsche’s 
relativistic view of truth, while very much at home with many current thinkers, was 
still quite alien to the ideas of the nineteenth century, when thinkers— following Hegel 
or Kant or natural science—were still trying to develop a unified and “true” picture 
of the world. However, one of Nietzsche’s German colleagues did have an impact, 
just at the end of the last century, and though his relativistic view of truth was not nearly 
so extreme as Nietzsche’s, he provoked extensive activity and comment. We speak of 
Wilhelm Dilthey. The doctrine he promoted, which is still tremendously influential 
in both Europe and the United States, is called historicism. Historicism is Hegel’s 
dialectic of forms of consciousness, pinned down to precise social and historical peri- 
ods. It is the thesis, simply, that truth and rationality are relative to particular peoples 
at particular times in history and that overall comparison of them, with the intention 
of finding out which is “true,” is totally mistaken. It is, obviously, a very strong rela- 
tivist doctrine, so strong and so influential that the absolutists in philosophy, who had 
had much less publicity and success than the relativists for the last century, starting 
looking around for a champion. They found him in the “phenomenologist” Edmund 
Husserl. 


e Is “historicism” a form of relativism? What is the difference 
between them? 
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E. PHENOMENOLOGY 


Phenomenology is a self-consciously “scientific” and “rigorous” discipline, modeled 
after mathematics (as it was for Descartes and the ancient Greeks). Phenomenology is 
the study of the essential structures of the human mind, and because these are essential, 
they can be known to be true, universally and necessarily. Husserl was a new kind of ra- 
tionalist, who believed that the truths of arithmetic and geometry are known—and 
known with certainty—by appeal to a certain kind of intuition, which he called “essen- 
tial” intuition. Believing that such intuitions are adequate for arithmetic and geometry, 
Husserl turned his theory elsewhere, to philosophy in general. Husserl, as much as any 
philosopher of his time (the early twentieth century), was horrified by what he saw as 
rampant relativism. He saw it, in fact, not only as a crisis in philosophy but as “a crisis 
in European civilization.” So he turned his phenomenology to attack it. Turning against 
Dilthey, for example, he argued that 


FROM “PHILOSOPHY AS RIGOROUS SCIENCE” 
ny EDMUND HUSSERL!5 


Historicism takes its position in the factual sphere of the empirical life of the spirit. 
To the extent that it posits this latter absolutely, without exactly naturalizing it (the 
specific sense of nature in particular lies far from historical thinking and in any 
event does not influence it by determining it in general), there arises a relativism 
that has a close affinity to naturalistic psychologism and runs into similar sceptical 
difficulties. 
eee 

In view of this constant change in scientific views we would actually have no 
right to speak of sciences as objectively valid unities instead of merely as cultural 
formations. It is easy to see that historicism, if consistently carried through, carries 
over into extreme sceptical subjectivism. The ideas of truth, theory, and science 
would then, like all ideas, lose their absolute validity. That an idea has validity 
would mean that it is a factual construction of spirit which is held as valid and 
which in its contingent validity determines thought. There would be no unqualified 
validity, or validity-in-itself, which is what it is even if no one has achieved it and 
though no historical humanity will ever achieve it. Thus too there would then be no 
validity to the principle of contradiction nor to any logic, which latter is neverthe- 
less still in full vigor in our time. The result, perhaps, will be that the logical princi- 
ples of noncontradiction will be transformed into their opposites. 


Using both Kant’s terminology and his absolutist intentions, Husserl attacked all 
forms of relativism and attempted to develop a transcendental phenomenology, in other 
words, a phenomenology that discovers the basic rules of all experience (just as he had 


'SEdmund Husserl, “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” in Phenomenology and the Crisis of Philosophy, trans 
Quentin Lauer, New York: Harper & Row, 1965. 
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discovered them for arithmetic and geometry before). Because these rules (or “ideal 
laws”) were discovered to be essential, they were, Husserl concluded, the only rules 
possible. In Husserl as in Kant, the word transcendental means the basic and the only 
rules with which we “constitute” our world. (Husserl used the notion of “constitution” 
also, with much the same meaning that Kant did.) But what is phenomenology? It is the 
study of human consciousness. These essential rules of experience, in other words, were 
to be found in consciousness, not in a mysterious Platonic “world of Being” nor simply 
in our language. Consciousness itself, with the objects of its own constitution, becomes 
our new anchor. Starting from Descartes, Husserl suggests that we go back to that “sub- 
jective” starting point—and that we look again. 


FROM THE 1929 PARIS LECTURES 
BY EDMUND HUSSERL!6 


The splintering of contemporary philosophy and its aimless activity makes us 
pause. Must this situation not be traced back to the fact that the motivations from 
which Descartes’ meditations emanate have lost their original vitality? Is it not true 
that the only fruitful renaissance is one which reawakens these meditations, not in 
order to accept them, but to reveal the profound truth in the radicalism of a return to 
the ego cogito with the eternal values that reside therein? 

+++ 

We thus begin, everyone for himself and in himself, with the decision to disre- 
gard all our present knowledge. We do not give up Descartes’ guiding goal of an ab- 
solute foundation for knowledge. At the beginning, however, to presuppose even the 
possibility of that goal would be prejudice. . . . Science demands proof by reference 
to the things and facts themselves, as these given in actual experience and intuition. 
Thus guided, we, the beginning philosophers, make it a rule to judge only by the 
evidence. 

+.. 

Here, specifically following Descartes, we make the great shift which, when 
properly carried out, leads to transcendental subjectivity. . . . Let us consider: as 
radically meditating philosophers we now have neither knowledge that is valid for 
us nor a world that exists for us. . . . However, whatever be the veracity of the claim 
to being made by phenomena, whether they represent reality or appearance, phe- 
nomena in themselves cannot be disregarded as mere “nothing.” On the contrary, it 
is precisely the phenomena themselves which, without exception, render possible 
for me the very existence of both reality and appearance. This epistemological ab- 
stention is still what it is: it includes the whole stream of experienced life and all its 
particulars, the appearances of objects, other people, cultural situations, ete, Noth- 
ing changes, except that I no longer accept the world simply as real; I no longer 


Edmund Husserl, The 1929 Paris Lectures, trans. Peter Koestenbaum, Hague: Nijhoff, 1975, Reprinted with 
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judge regarding the distinction between reality and appearance. ... This ubiquitous 
detachment from any point of view regarding the objective world we term the phe- 
nomenological epoché. It is the methodology through which I come to understand 
myself as that ego and life of consciousness in which and through which the entire 
objective world exists for me, and is for me precisely as it is. . . . Through the phe- 
nomenological epoché the natural human ego, specifically my own, is reduced to 
the transcendental ego. This is the meaning of the phenomenological reduction. 


+ Why does Husserl think that the method of phenomenology 
is a form of rationalism? 

+ What does Husserl mean by “transcendental subjectivity” ? 
How is it related to Descartes’ project? 

+ How is phenomenology supposed to defeat relativism? How 
might it invite relativism? 


Husserl’s battle, from beginning to end, was a battle against relativism, against 
all of those philosophies that held that there can be different equally true or equally ra- 
tional worldviews. And it must be said that his phenomenology, for all of its internal 
struggles, was immensely successful and still attracts the attention of a great many 
philosophers today. But phenomenology was not the solution to relativism. Husserl 
thought that phenomenology could be transcendental and prove that certain rules were 
basic and essential to all human thinking. But just as Kant opened the door to relativism 
with his view that we constitute our world, Husserl opened it wider with his view that a 
study of consciousness was the way to do philosophy. For were there not, his followers 
asked, many different forms of consciousness? (Thus returning to Hegel rather than 
Kant.) And phenomenology as it developed in France, rather than Germany, became the 
source of a new relativism, which is extremely fashionable today. 


F. HERMENEUTICS, PRAGMATISM, AND 
FEMINISM: RELATIVISM RECONSIDERED 


Absolutism seems to deny the obvious fact that people are different and disagree, 
not only in superficial ways but in terms of their most basic beliefs. Relativism, on 
the other hand, seems to deny the obvious similarities among people and imply that 
we will never be able to understand one another—or find the truth—at all. One 
attempt to bridge the gap between dogmatic absolutism and solipsistic relativism is 
hermeneutics, 

“Hermeneutics” is an old name for “interpretation,” with an eye to getting at the 
Truth. For many centuries, this formidable word was applied exclusively to the in- 
terpretation of the Bible, with the aim of understanding the Word of God. Today, how- 
ever, the term has a much broader meaning. It is often used in literary criticism to talk 
about the interpretation of texts—not only the Bible, but any text. But it is now used in 
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philosophy too to refer to the discipline of interpreting and understanding the world, 
which becomes, in effect, our text, and different cultures’ views of the world, which 
may seem initially to be mutually incommensurable. 

The modern father of hermeneutics is the German “historicist” Wilhelm Dilthey, 
whom we encountered in the previous section. Dilthey came to realize that the methods 
of the physical sciences were not very successful when applied to the “human sciences,” 
in part because history played such enormous importance in human life. He also real- 
ized that there was a very real danger in the Kantian attempt to overcome traditional 
philosophical distinctions between appearance and reality, subjectivity, and objective 
truth. While his historicism lent itself to relativism, Dilthey himself was vehemently an- 
tirelativist. The problem, he argued, was to develop a method for understanding human 
differences. But he believed that all of these were ultimately superficial and thus not in- 
commensurable at all. 

Contemporary hermeneutics is just this attempt to provide a way of understanding 
viewpoints other than our own. It is simply dogmatic to insist—as Kant and many other 
philosophers have insisted—that the structures of the human mind are everywhere the 
same and, consequently, that we all share a common basis of knowledge. But is it sim- 
ple-minded, on the other hand, to insist that we are all different and have different 
truths, since there is at least enough overlap for us to understand that we do disagree. 
For example, the medievals saw God and the earth as the spiritual and spatial centers of 
the universe. How can a twentieth-century scientist understand them? Well, not just by 
dismissing their views as nonsense, nor can we sensibly say, “Well, they have their 
opinions and we have ours.” Hermeneutics is just this attempt to step into someone 
else’s shoes (but without taking off our own shoes first). 

In this century, hermeneutics has been turned into a powerful style of philosophizing 
by the German metaphysician Martin Heidegger. It was Heidegger, in his monumental 
book Being and Time (1928), who suggested that life is like a text, and the purpose of 
our lives is to understand that text. Heidegger was a student of Husserl and was thus a 
phenomenologist. But in his hermeneutical phenomenology he tries to “uncover” the 
hidden meanings in our experience. He rejects the scientific tone of Husserl’s phenom- 
enology and prefers to talk about the structures of life itself, including our profound 
sense of history, which defines human life. 

The most important proponent of hermeneutics, however, is a student of Heidegger, 
Hans-Georg Gadamer. In fact, Gadamer is so wary of the fact that method—and not 
only the scientific method—may distort our understanding that he insists that hermeneu- 
tics must resist the temptation to become another method. It is rather the attempt to 
overcome methods, to dispense with the overemphasis on proofs and arguments and the 
quest for certainty and emphasize instead the shared understandings that we already 
have with one another. The substance of philosophy then becomes dialogue rather than 
individual phenomenology or abstract proofs. Interpretation thus becomes not an ab- 
stract function of the intellect but a process that permeates our every activity. 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics does not reject the notion of truth, but it does give up 
entirely the idea that there is a Truth wholly outside of us which we need a method (ra- 
tionalism, empiricism, scientific psychology) to discover. Like the coherence theorist 
and the pragmatist, he gives up the idea of secure foundations for our knowledge—such 
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as the raw experiences or “sense data” discussed by some empiricists, or the a priori 
principles defended by Kant. But where both the coherence theorist and the pragmatist 
tend to interpret truth as a function of the present—coherence of beliefs and workabil- 
ity, respectively—the hermeneuticist insists that truth must be understood historically, 
in terms of a tradition. Thus the philosophical tradition, ironically, has tended to ignore 
the importance of its own tradition and look for strictly eternal truths. Gadamer’s 
hermeneutics hold rather that it is only within a tradition, and by looking at our tradi- 
tion, that philosophical truth is possible at all. Does this mean that we must accept what- 
ever our tradition may be, even if it is wrong? But what would it be, Gadamer asks, for 
a tradition to be wrong? We can criticize ourselves, of course, and that is just the point 
of hermeneutics. But does it mean that we must also justify ourselves and what we have 
always believed? “Do we need to justify,” he asks rhetorically, “that which has always 
supported us?” 

Does relativism mean that there can be no truth? Does relativism apply only to philo- 
sophical views, not to real theories? Could there be really different views of the world— 
and different worlds? But does it even make sense to talk about relative truth, that is, a 
truth that is only “true for” one person or group and not another? 

If such a phrase even makes sense, it must mean that a statement is true for a person 
or group by virtue of the scheme or conceptual framework they employ; thus it is true 
for a certain society that the witchdoctor embodies the power of the devil, but true for 
another society that the powers of the so-called witchdoctor are nothing but the combi- 
nation of natural pharmaceuticals plus the power of suggestion. But we must not fall 
into the radical trap of Protagoras and claim that “man is the measure of all things” —if 
we are to continue using the word truth at all. A statement or a belief cannot be true just 
by virtue of its being believed, in other words, if there is no possibility that a person or 
a group can believe what is false (or, not believe some statement that is nevertheless 
true). Furthermore, as in hermeneutics, it is essential that we do not close off the possi- 
bility that one truth might be understandable—perhaps in different terms—by those 
who believe another, apparently contradictory truth. This would be to deny the possibil- 
ity of cross-cultural communication—to cut people of different cultures off from each 
other completely. 


+ What is hermeneutics? What role does history play in 
hermeneutical understanding of truth? 


Hermeneutics has had a recent resurgence in American philosophy, particularly in 
discussions of relativism and multiculturalism. In the following essay, the contempo- 
rary American philosopher, Richard Rorty, who claims a profound debt to hermeneu- 
tics, defends a vision of “solidarity’—which he contrasts with the traditional notion of 
“objectivity,” which he associates with “pragmatism.” His claim is that the pragmatic 
theory of truth, which we outlined previously, is essentially the theory that truth has a 
moral standard—the solidarity of a community—rather than a metaphysical one— 
objectivity. In other words, he claims that pragmatism defines “truth” as “what it is 
morally best for our community to believe,” and using this definition, he can claim that 
it is morally best for us to believe in pragmatism. 
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FROM “SOLIDARITY OR OBJECTIVITY?” 
BY RICHARD RORTY!7 


There are two principal ways in which reflective human beings try, by placing 
their lives in a larger context, to give sense to those lives. The first is by telling the 
story of their contribution to a community. This community may be the actual 
historical one in which they live, or another actual one, distant in time and place, 
or a quite imaginary one, consisting perhaps of a dozen heroes and heroines 
selected from history or fiction or both. The second way is to describe themselves 
as standing in immediate relation to a nonhuman reality. This relation is immediate 
in the sense that it does not derive from a relation between such a reality and 
their tribe, or their nation, or their imagined band of comrades. I shall say that sto- 
ries of the former kind exemplify the desire for solidarity, and that stories of the 
latter kind exemplify the desire for objectivity. Insofar as a person is seeking soli- 
darity, he or she does not ask about the relation between the practices of the chosen 
community and something outside that community. Insofar as he seeks objectivity, 
he distances himself from the actual persons around him not by thinking of himself 
as a member of some other real or imaginary group, but rather by attaching himself 
to something which can be described without reference to any particular human 
beings. 

eee 

Those who wish to ground solidarity in objectivity—call them “realists”—have 
to construe truth as correspondence to reality. So they must construct a metaphysics 
which has room for a special relation between beliefs and objects which will differ- 
entiate true from false beliefs. They also must argue that there are procedures of 
justification of belief which are natural and not merely local. So they must construct 
an epistemology which has room for a kind of justification which is not merely so- 
cial but natural, springing from human nature itself, and made possible by a link be- 
tween that part of nature and the rest of nature. On their view, the various 
procedures which are thought of as providing rational justification by one or an- 
other culture may or may not really be rational. For to be truly rational, procedures 
of justification must lead to the truth, to correspondence to reality, to the intrinsic 
nature of things. 

By contrast, those who wish to reduce objectivity to solidarity—call them “prag- 
matists” —do not require either a metaphysics or an epistemology. They view truth 
as, in William James’ phrase, what it is good for us to believe. So they do not need 
an account of a relation between beliefs and objects called “correspondence,” nor an 
account of human cognitive abilities which ensures that our species is capable of 
entering into that relation. They see the gap between truth and justification not as 
something to be bridged by isolating a natural and transcultural sort of rationality 
which can be used to criticize certain cultures and praise others, but simply as the 
gap between the actual good and the possible better. From a pragmatist point of 


"Richard Rorty. “Solidarity or Objectivity?” from Philosophical Papers, Vol. 1: Objectivity, Relativism, and 
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view, to say that what is rational for us now to believe may not be true, is simply to 
say that somebody may have come up with a better idea. It is to say that there is al- 
ways room for improved belief, since new evidence, or new hypotheses, or a whole 
new vocabulary, may come along. For pragmatists, the desire for objectivity is not 
the desire to escape the limitations of one’s community, but simply the desire for as 
much intersubjective agreement as possible, the desire to extend the reference of 
“us” as far as we can. Insofar as pragmatists make a distinction between topics on 
which such agreement is relatively easy to get and topics on which agreement is 
relatively hard to get. 

“Relativism” is the traditional epithet applied to pragmatism by realists. Three 
different views are commonly referred to by this name. The first is the view that 
every belief is as good as every other. The second is the view that “true” is an 
equivocal term, having as many meanings as there are procedures of justification. 
The third is the view that there is nothing to be said about either truth or rationality 
apart from descriptions of the familiar procedures of justification which a given so- 
ciety—ours—uses in one or another area of inquiry. The pragmatist holds the eth- 
nocentric third view. But he does not hold the self-refuting first view, nor the 
eccentric second view. He thinks that his views are better than the realists, but he 
does not think that his views correspond to the nature of things. He thinks that the 
very flexibility of the word “true”—the fact that it is merely an expression of com- 
mendation—insures its univocity. The term “true,” on his account, means the same 
in all cultures, just as equally flexible terms like “here,” “there,” “good,” “bad,” 
“you,” and “me” mean the same in all cultures. But the identity of meaning is, of 
course, compatible with diversity of reference, and with diversity of procedures for 
assigning the terms. So he feels free to use the term “true” as a general term of 
commendation in the same way as his realist opponent 
does—and in particular to use it to commend his own 


The question is 
not about how 
to define words 
like “truth” or 
“rationality” 
or “knowledge” 
or “philosophy,” 
but about what 
self-image our 
society should 
have of itself. 


view. 

However, it is not clear why “relativist” should be 
thought an appropriate term for the ethnocentric third 
view, the one which the pragmatist does hold. For the 
pragmatist is not holding a positive theory which says 
that something is relative to something else. He is, in- 
stead, making the purely negative point that we should 
drop the traditional distinction between knowledge and 
opinion, construed as the distinction between truth as 
correspondence to reality and truth as a commendatory 
term for well-justified beliefs. The reason that the real- 
ist calls this negative claim “relativistic” is that he can- 
not believe that anybody would seriously deny that 
truth has an intrinsic nature. So when the pragmatist 
says that there is nothing to be said about truth save 


that each of us will commend as true those beliefs which he or she finds good to be- 
lieve, the realist is inclined to interpret this as one more positive theory about the 
nature of truth: a theory according to which truth is simply the contemporary opin- 
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ion of a chosen individual or group. Such a theory would, of course, be self-refut- 
ing. But the pragmatist does not have a theory of truth, much less a relativistic one. 
As a partisan of solidarity, his account of the value of cooperative human inquiry 
has only an ethical base, not an epistemological or metaphysical one. Not having 
any epistemology, a fortiori he does not have a relativistic one. 
oe 

[T]he question is not about how to define words like “truth” or “rationality” or 
“knowledge” or “philosophy,” but about what self-image our society should have of 
itself. The ritual invocation of the “need to avoid relativism” is most comprehensi- 
ble as an expression of the need to preserve certain habits of contemporary Euro- 
pean life. These are the habits nurtured by the Enlightenment, and justified by it in 
terms of an appeal of Reason, conceived as a transcultural human ability to corre- 
spond to reality, a faculty whose possession and use is demonstrated by obedience 
to explicit criteria. So the real question about relativism is whether these same 
habits of intellectual, social, and political life can be justified by a conception of ra- 
tionality as criterionless muddling through, and by a pragmatist conception of truth. 

I think that the answer to this question is that the pragmatist cannot justify these 
habits without circularity, but then neither can the realist. The pragmatists’ 
justification of toleration, free inquiry, and the quest for undistorted communication 
can only take the form of a comparison between societies which exemplify these 
habits and those which do not, leading up to the suggestion that nobody who has 
experienced both would prefer the latter. It is exemplified by Winston Churchill’s 
defense of democracy as the worst form of government imaginable, except for all 
the others which have been tried so far. 

eee 

My suggestion that the desire for objectivity is in part a disguised form of 
the fear of the death of our community echoes Nietzsche’s charge that the philo- 
sophical tradition which stems from Plato is an attempt to avoid facing up to con- 
tingency, to escape from time and chance. Nietzsche thought that realism was to be 
condemned not only by arguments from its theoretical incoherence, the sort of ar- 
gument we find in Putnam and Davidson, but also on practical, pragmatic grounds. 
Nietzsche thought that the test of human character was the ability to live with the 
thought that there was no convergence. He wanted us to be able to think of truth as: 


a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthromorphisms—in short a sum 
of human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished 
poetically and rhetorically and which after long use seem firm, canonical, and 
obligatory to a people. 


Nietzsche hoped that eventually there might be human beings who could and did 
think of truth in this way, but who still liked themselves, who saw themselves as 
good people for whom solidarity was enough. 

I think that pragmatism’s attack on the various structure-content distinctions 
which buttress the realist’s notion of objectivity can best be seen as an attempt to let 
us think of truth in this Nietzschean way, as entirely a matter of solidarity. That is 
why I think we need to say, despite Putnam, that “there is only the dialogue,” only 
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us, and to throw out the last residues of the notion of “transcultural rationality.” But 
this should not lead us to repudiate, as Nietzsche sometimes did, the elements in 
our movable host which embody the ideas of Socratic conversation, Christian fel- 
lowship, and Enlightenment science. Nietzsche ran together his diagnosis of philo- 
sophical realism as an expression of fear and resentment with his own resentful 
idiosyncratic idealizations of silence, solitude, and violence. Post-Nietzschean 
thinkers like Adorno and Heidegger and Foucault have run together Nietzsche’s 
criticisms of the metaphysical tradition on the one hand with his criticisms of bour- 
geois civility, of Christian love, and of the nineteenth century’s hope that science 
would make the world a better place to live, on the other. I do not think that there is 
any interesting connection between these two sets of criticisms. Pragmatism seems 
to me, as I have said, a philosophy of solidarity rather than of despair. From this 
point of view, Socrates’ turn away from the gods, Christianity’s turn from an Om- 
nipotent Creator to the man who suffered on the Cross, and the Baconian turn from 
science as contemplation of eternal truth to science as instrument of social progress, 
can be seen as so many preparations for the act of social faith which is suggested by 
a Nietzschean view of truth. 

The best argument we partisans of solidarity have against the realistic partisans 
of objectivity is Nietzsche’s argument that the traditional Western metaphysico- 
epistemological way of firming up our habits simply isn’t working anymore. It isn’t 
doing its job. It has become as transparent a device as the postulation of deities who 
turn out, by a happy coincidence, to have chosen us as their people. So the pragma- 
tist suggestion that we substitute a “merely” ethical foundation for our sense of 
community—or, better, that we think of our sense of community as having no foun- 
dation except shared hope and the trust created by such sharing—is put forward on 
practical grounds. It is nor put forward as a corollary of a metaphysical claim that 
the objects in the world contain no intrinsically action-guiding properties, nor of an 
epistemological claim that we lack a faculty of moral sense, nor of a semantical 
claim that truth is reducible to justification. 


Rorty makes the point that our metaphysical theory of “truth” has political over- 
tones. The belief that there is one, single, truth can lead to condescension and disrespect 
toward people who believe differently from oneself. Only, however, if the absolutist be- 
lieves, in addition to his or her absolutism, that he or she or his or her culture is closer to 
that one truth than are others. Need the absolutist always think that the objective truth is 
his or her sole dominion? This seems to cut off the possibility of communication and 
learning between cultures. 


+ What is the difference between “objectivity” and “solidar- 
ity” according to Rorty? Why does he favor “solidarity”? 


Is “solidarity enough”? In the following reading, Japanese philosopher Isamu 
Nagami looks phenomenologically at the communication between individuals and cul- 
tures, which he calls “intersubjectivity,” and suggests that neither “solidarity” nor “ob- 
jectivity” is politically “enough.” 
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rrom “CULTURAL GAPS! WHY DO WE MISUNDERSTAND?” 
spy ISAMU NAGAMI!8 


A well-known Japanese psychologist, Takeo Doi, expressed his frustration 
and puzzlement with American ways of life in his book, The Anatomy of 
Dependence: 


From time to time I began to feel an awkwardness arising from the difference 
between my ways of thinking and feeling and those of my hosts (that is, 
Americans). For example, not long after my arrival in America I visited the 
house of someone to whom I had been introduced by a Japanese acquaintance, 
and was talking to him when he asked me, “Are you hungry? We have some ice 
cream if you'd like it.” As I remember, I was rather hungry, but finding myself 
asked point-blank if I was hungry by someone whom I was visiting for the first 
time, I could not bring myself to admit it, and ended by denying the suggestion. I 
probably cherished a mild hope that he would press me again; but my host, 
disappointingly, said “I see” with no further ado, leaving me regretting that I 
had not replied more honestly. And I found myself thinking that a Japanese 
would almost never ask a stranger unceremoniously if he was hungry, but would 
produce something to give him without asking. 


Those who have lived in foreign countries have experienced more or less the sort 
of cultural shock Doi expressed so well. These kinds of intercultural experiences 
have led many thinkers to probe into the core elements of culture for comparative 
study. In Japan, for example, we find many popular writers who explain the differ- 
ence between Japanese culture and that of the Western nations including the U.S.A. 
in terms of group orientation and individual identity. The thesis for this type of ar- 
gument is that while Japanese behavior in general can be explained by orientation 
within the group, Americans behave on the basis of individual freedom. There is no 
doubt that this reveals a meaningful comparison between the two cultures to those 
who have journalistic interests. But if we start by inquiring into various modalities 
of the experiential world of daily life in culture, we find we cannot follow the above 
approach primarily for three reasons. (1) Those who accept the group versus indi- 
vidual thesis tend to explain every cultural phenomenon in terms of this and as a re- 
sult they conceal many other rich possibilities which every culture may contain. (2) 
Certain features are common to all social worlds. In this respect every culture can 
share a kind of symbolic common denominator through which we can compare dif- 
ferences. Yet, this approach of contrast ignores the universality in human existence. 
(3) The very fact that people understand and describe different cultures reveals a 
kind of cultural ethos in which their thinking is embedded. That is to say, their ways 
of thinking are inescapably and necessarily cultural. This thought process is not 
self-critically oriented in the sense that it is not able to show its historico-cultural 
character and, therefore, tends to be ideological. 


iS[samu Nagami, “Cultural Gaps: Why Do We Misunderstand?” from Liberation Ethics: Essays in Religious 
and Social Ethics in Honor of Gibson Winter, ed. Charles Amjad-Ali and W. Alvin Pitcher. Copyright © 1985 
Reprinted by permission of the Center for the Scientific Study of Religion 
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The most striking characteristic of these approaches is based on their inability to 
provide any critical perspective and at the same time on a sort of false legitimacy in 
our actual human life. Thus it is crucial for us to find another way to understand 
culture in its most sensible manners. In this respect, we would propose a method of 
phenomenological reflection, for phenomenology can reveal the various dimensions 
of human life which, I believe, symbolize culture and thereby can help us to over- 
come the aforementioned difficulties. 

eee 


INTERSUBJECTIVITY, LANGUAGE AND TAKEN-FOR-GRANTEDNESS 


When, for instance a boy and his mother see a cedar, she is most likely to call it a 
tree rather than a cedar. After a while if he happens to see an oak tree and asks her 
“What’s that?” she will call it a tree. At that time he might be very confused with 
that term simply because there is a difference between a cedar and an oak and yet 
they partake of the same name, tree. But gradually he realizes that the word or 
sound “tree” implies a certain group of characteristics which belong to the same 
category. It is clear that a word “tree” signifies an abstract expression in the sense 
that it represents certain characteristics and ignores others such as those that belong 
to the category “flower.” In this respect, concreteness in common sense is not con- 
crete in reality, but rather abstract. The reason why people mistake abstract expres- 
sions for concrete reality is due to the fact that they unconsciously accept the 
expressions as taken-for-granted, rooted in a specific-temporal world. Hence some 
concrete meanings in one culture are not concrete but very enigmatic, non-concrete 
expressions in another. In English, people distinguish tree from parts of tree which 
are used for architectural and other purposes, that is “wood.” But in Japanese we 
don’t do so. We express the idea of tree and wood both with one term, Ki. Yet, the 
dictionary usually describes Ki as having the same meaning as tree. Languages also 
differ in their built-in grammatical signals, that is in semantics, syntax and phonet- 
ics. In English people are very conscious of specifying the number of people in- 
volved in what they are discussing. But in Japanese the contrary is often true. Here 
we can see that the very nature of language through which we comprehend the 
world and understand ourselves inevitably involves us in the cultural context of lan- 
guage. Hence languages differ immensely from one another not only in pronuncia- 
tion, vocabulary and grammar, but also in the way they recognize certain things and 
ignore others, thereby reflecting the society and culture they serve. Experience and 
language are reciprocal in the sense that human beings can experience outside real- 
ity only in terms of the meanings disclosed by language. Human beings are thrown 
into language worlds in which they learn to identify things as well as to understand 
reality. In this sense it is obvious that our ways of understanding and interpreting 
reality are already conditioned by the socially given knowledge. 

If we accept that our knowledge is socially given, it seems that we are caught in 
the relativistic position of suggesting that there is no such thing as objectivity. 
Hence, we may ask a further question: How can we affirm something as an objec- 
tive entity on which everybody can agree? In this question we again need to reflect 
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on what I will call the intersubjective world which language as well as our everyday 
life thinking always presupposes. Situationally we unconsciously put ourselves as 
the center of spatio-temporal coordinates in the world. This means that I usually see 
the position I occupy as “here,” distinguished from “there” taken by a fellow human 
being. Yet we can interchange our positions freely, as if we can place ourselves in 
the other's situation. A saying such as “Do unto others as you would have them do 
unto you,” implies this interchangeability. This interchangeability is possible be- 
cause there is an intersubjectively acknowledged spatio-temporal world in which 
both s/he and I are embedded and therefore can exchange, as well as share, our po- 
sitions in essentially the same fashion with essentially the same possibilities and 
consequences. The concept of intersubjectivity signifies this intersubjectively ac- 
knowledged spatio-temporal world. Each socio-cultural environment presupposes 
an intersubjective world which historically develops various conceptions of the 
world as symbolized in language. Those who have been living in American society 
share various typicalities as a horizon of familiarity and of unquestioned pre- 
experience. Through the use of these we can converse with one another and under- 
stand the objects of the world as the reality of the taken-for-granted. The meanings 
of words such as tree or flower are simply taken for granted and therefore are self- 
evident. In other words, we are speaking, acting and understanding within an 
intersubjective world in which we share our perspectives through knowledge gained 
by previous experience. The fact that I am able to express my thinking to a fellow 
human being already presupposes an intersubjective world in which both s/he and I 
are embedded and, therefore, s/he can share my thinking and I hers/his. This shar- 
ing is the very basis with which we can affirm objective reality for we are able to 
identify an entity within the same perspective. Understanding, hence, always pre- 
supposes a common social heritage of an intersubjective world with the participa- 
tion of Mystery. It is in this intersubjectivity that we can understand our ways of 
perceiving outside reality as the objective one. 


THE PROBLEM OF INTERSUBJECTIVITY 


Up till this point in our discussion, intersubjectivity has not seemed to present a 
crucial problem to our cultural concerns. However, when we consider cases in 
which there are two distinctive groups responding differently according to their 
own intersubjective worlds, the problem of intersubjectivity can be seen. In order to 
reveal this problem, let me follow Alfred Schutz’s notion of “in-group” and “out- 
group.” The in-group, as defined by Schutz, are those who accept the ready-made 
standardized scheme of a socio-cultural environment, that is, an intersubjective 
world as an unquestioned and unquestionable system of knowledge. For them the 
system of knowledge in everyday life situation as manifested in language, tradition, 
habits and various social systems appears to have sufficient coherence, clarity and 
consistency. In contrast those who stand outside of that world are defined as the 
out-group. Members of the out-group sometimes feel that what is taken-for-granted 
by the in-group is actually an ambiguous and enigmatic reality since the out-group 
have not had any sharing experience with the in-group’s historical traditions. Sup- 
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pose, for instance, that an American who has never lived in any foreign country has 
to live in Japan, without first learning about the culture or studying the language, 
and to work at a Japanese factory in a Japanese style. Being astonished by the 
Japanese employee's daily singing of the company’s song or quoting the company’s 
slogan in a militaristic manner, s/he would as a result have considerable difficulty 
in understanding the Japanese way of life simply because s/he does not share 
his/her intersubjective world with that of the Japanese. The self-evidence of every- 
day life for the members of an in-group may not be self-evident for those of the 
out-group. It is this gap that creates misunderstandings. 

I explained a sharing world of an in-group in distinction to that of out-groups. 
Actually this characterization does not really indicate the true meaning of sharing 
because the sharing world of an in-group eventually destroys the sharing world in 
the global sense. A sharing world of an in-group becomes a kind of confinement in 
which we tend to glorify ourselves as a sharing people, as exemplified in Germany 
and Japan during the Second World War. As long as we understand “sharing a 
world” in terms of in-group and out-group, we in a sense validate a dualism of the 
human condition in which in-group stands apart from out-group. This does not re- 
ally signify the true meaning of sharing. To share various human concerns in the 
world means not to differentiate in-group from out-group, but to take part in every 
possible activity in the world. This participation can create a sort of “fusion of hori- 
zons” in which the differences between in-group and out-group eventually disap- 
pear, creating a new horizon of understanding which involves a broadening of the 
present horizon. 


FUSION OF HORIZON: OPENNESS AND LISTENING 


The encounter between in-group and out-group usually creates tension. How can 
we overcome this tension and at the same time attain a respectful understanding of 
each other, allowing every individual and every culture to their own dignity? Indeed 
this is an important question. Let us recall Gadamer’s attempt to explain the en- 
counter between text and interpreter in his magnum opus, Truth and Method, for his 
analysis is helpful in understanding the question of the encounter between in-group 
and out-group. He states: 

The concept of the ‘horizon’ suggests itself because it expresses the wide, 

superior vision that the person who is seeking to understand must have. To 

acquire a horizon means that one learns to look beyond what is close at hand— 
not in order to look away from it, but to see it better within a larger whole and in 
truer proportion. 

“To acquire a horizon means that one learns to look beyond what is close at 
hand.” What does that mean? It means that we need to learn to understand the out- 
group’s own dignity enabling them to disclose their true nature. This requires from 
us an openness towards out-groups, a willingness to listen to what the members of 
out-groups would say. Earlier I discussed the example of the notions of tree and 
Ki; so long as we are caught up within the taken-for-grantedness of our notions in 
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Openness and lis- 
tening are keys to 
understanding 
other cultures as 
well as other hu- 
man beings. 


language, we will never be able to understand the real 
meanings of out-groups’ expressions. But if we are 
able to admit that our understanding is historically con- 
ditioned and therefore to allow ourselves to be open to 
what an out-group says, then a new horizon between us 
may come into being in the sense that everybody will 
become able to realize the limitedness of both tree and 
Ki in a larger context. Openness and listening are keys 


to understanding other cultures as well as other human 
beings. It is true that an understanding of other cultures involves issues more com- 
plex than the difference between tree and Ki. Yet, if we lose a sense of listening and 
openness, there is no possibility for us to understand different cultures and people. 

At present we are confronted by the nuclear crisis. This came about because we 
lost the attitude of listening to others, because we forgot that human beings are 
rooted in the common destiny of the world, because we manipulated others at our 
disposal, and because we lost the original meaning of the Biblical story about hu- 
man beings on earth: human beings were created to bring to light and to protect the 
world in the context of relationships within which different people and things be- 
long together with mutual dependency. 

In the question of fusion of horizons between different cultures and people, lan- 
guage reveals very mysterious powers. Since every language is tied up to a particu- 
lar historical setting, various languages differ from one another. Language is also 
the medium through which human beings are able to identify various historico- 
cultural phenomena in their settings. Hence, historico-cultural differences can be 
understood as differences among languages. In this regard, language always dis- 
closes particular characteristics of its own historico-cultural setting. 

But how can we mediate these differences of language? Clearly it is also through 
language that differences can be fused or compared. In this respect, language dis- 
closes the universal dimension through which differences can be overcome. It is 
true that the English language is different from Japanese. But if English discloses 
totally different characteristics from Japanese, is it possible for any Japanese to un- 
derstand the various meanings of English? The very fact that I can translate differ- 
ent English expressions into Japanese already presupposes that there are universally 
shared meanings between the two languages. Thus language discloses not only par- 
ticular modes of being, but also the universal dimensions of our existence. 

Language, furthermore, has the immanently transcending power by which I 
mean that language is able to overcome its own limited meaning in its historical 
condition. Here, paradoxically speaking, our fateful situation is not fateful when we 
reflect on, and open ourselves to, the fatefulness of our existence. When I say that 
the tree of the English language is different from the Ki of Japanese, I note that the 
meanings of tree and Ki are limited. Yet, in so pointing out, language can open 
much larger possibilities than those of tree and Ki. Because any society signifies 
linguistically its historical heritage in which human relationality dwells, human re- 
lationships, too, disclose particular modes of being as well as universality. Human 

relationality contains something common to all humanity. Everywhere we find lan- 
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guage, cultural objects, playthings for children, family life through which human 
beings live and celebrate such great events of life as birth, initiation, marriage and 
death. These are given universally. Human beings are different and yet we share 
various dimensions of human existence as universally shared meanings. It is in this 
human sharing that we can appreciate and understand different people. 

We cannot escape the “taken-for-grantedness” of our world. We are fatefully 
thrown into that world where we must find meanings for our existence. It is impos- 
sible for us to have meaningful dialogue with others if we do not take our language 
for granted. For example, it is impossible for us to bring our sick baby to a doctor if 
we do not take some medical knowledge for granted. In this regard “taken-for- 
grantedness” discloses appreciative human meanings in addition to its ideological 
dimensions. One of the fundamental mistakes utopian theorists often make is to as- 
sume that they themselves are the vanguard as they claim a-priori powers to tran- 
scend the ideological power of culture. But, in so doing, they themselves become 
ideological in the sense that they negate the ultimate human condition: human be- 
ings are historical beings who disclose a fateful as well as a transformative mode of 
life and thought. It seems to me that every human being at certain points has to 
share in the ideological power of existence. We are, in a sense, living within origi- 
nal sin. However, this does not mean that we cannot transcend various modes of 
ideological power in our respective cultures. We are living in a constant transforma- 
tive process within the horizon of encounters between different people. If we are 
open and responsive to other people in dialogue, then Mystery can lead humans to 
learn to trust and find a way of reconciling the differences of culture and existence. 
This awareness opens up much richer possibilities of shaping various modes of our 
existence in more meaningful ways. The genuine work of education, it seems to 
me, is to provide and teach this dialogical-critical ability to human beings so that 
we can create and develop meaningful societies in a global sense. 


Like Nagami, feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz argues for a multiplicity of 
meaning. In her view, feminism allows for the acknowledgement of multiple points of 
view without thereby equating their value or prohibiting critique. 


ON FEMINIST KNOWLEDGE 
BY ELIZABETH GROSZ” 


There is considerable disagreement among feminists about which approach to take 
in questioning philosophy’s sexist, patriarchal and phallocentric assumptions. They 
are divided over whether to accept philosophy on its own terms, to undertake a revi- 
sion of it in the light of feminist knowledges, to abandon it or actively to undermine 
it. Radical feminists challenge philosophy’s orientation around oneness, unity, or 
identity—one truth, one method, one reality, one logic, and so on. Many have in- 


'°Elizabeth Grosz, “Philosophy” in Feminist Knowledge: Critique and Construct, ed. Sneja Gunew, London 
Routledge, 1990. 
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sisted that there are a plurality of perspectives and a multiplicity of models on 
which philosophy could base itself. 

In their endorsement of plurality and multiplicity, feminists such as Le Doeuff, 
Irigaray, and Lloyd are not, however, committed to relativism. Relativism is the be- 
lief that there are no absolute positions of judgment or knowledge. There are many 
positions, each of which is equally valid. Relativism or pluralism implies the exis- 
tence of frameworks and positions which each have their own validity and stan- 
dards; and the belief that none of these positions is comprehensive or all-inclusive. 

Pluralism and relativism imply abandoning the right to criticize actively other 
positions, even those we find offensive and disturbing—phallocentric or racist 
statements, for example—and to accept them as having equal validity to our own 
positions. Radical feminists instead aim to expand and multiply the criteria for what 
is considered true, rational, or valid and to reject or condemn those they perceive to 
be discriminatory. They insist on retaining the right to judge other positions, to crit- 
icize them, and also to supersede them. Radical feminists are not absolutists nor ob- 
jectivists nor relativists nor subjectivists. They advocate a perspectivism which 
acknowledges other points of view but denies them equal value. 

It is at this time impossible to specify what a philosophy compatible with femi- 
nism would be like; given that it does not exist as a definite body of texts, any 
definition or description would be overly prescriptive. Nevertheless, some general 
tendencies can be briefly outlined. 

Among the features a feminist philosophy may develop are the following. 


(a) Instead of a commitment to truth and objectivity, it can openly accept its own 
status (and that of all discourses) as context-specific. It accepts its perspec- 
tivism, that fact that all discourses represent a point of view, have specific aims 
and objectives, often not coinciding with those of their authors. Rather than 
seeing itself as disinterested knowledge, it can openly avow its own political 
position: all texts speak from or represent particular positions within power 
relations. 
Instead of regarding philosophy as the unfolding of reason, a sure path of 
progress towards truth, a feminist philosophy can accept itself as the product of 
a specific socio-economic and textual-discursive history. Neither relativist nor 
subjectivist, it aims to render these and other binary oppositions problematic. A 
feminist philosophy defies modes of conventional evaluation. This is not, how- 
ever, to claim that it cannot be evaluated in any terms; simply that the criteria 
used must be different. A theory’s validity is not judged simply according to its 
adoption of a fixed or pre-given form, but it may be judged according to its in- 
tersubjective effects, that is, its capacity to be shared, understood, and commu- 
nicated by those occupying similar positions; and also by its intertextual 
effects, that is, its capacity to affirm or undermine various prevailing or subor- 
dinated discursive systems, and the effects it has on other discourses. 
(c) Instead of separating the subject and object of knowledge, a feminist phi- 
losophy may instead assert a continuity or contiguity between them. The gulf 
necessary for objectivity is an attempt to guarantee a knowing subject free of 
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personal, social, political, and moral interests (a Cartesian subject), unimpli- 
cated in a social context, and uninfluenced by prior ideas and knowledges. A 
feminist philosophy would need to reconceptualize their interrelations so that 
reason and knowledge include history, context, and specificity. A feminist phi- 
losophy could accept, as patriarchal discourses cannot, that subjects occupying 
different positions may develop different types of theory and have different in- 
vestments in their relation to the object. Above all, it can accept that all knowl- 
edge is sexualized, that it occupies a sexually coded and structured position. 
However, the sexual position of the text cannot be readily identified with the 
sexual identity of its author; a female author, for example, does not in any way 
guarantee a feminine text. 

Instead of the dichotomous, oppositional structure, which separates subject and 
object, teacher and pupil, truth and falsity, etc., a feminist philosophy may re- 
gard these terms as continuities or differences. Distinctions or oppositions im- 
ply that two binary terms are mutually exclusive and exhaustive of the field; 
that one term defines the other as its negative; that this other can have a place 
in the binary structure; however, when terms are conceived as two among many 
others, they are neither contradictory nor all-inclusive. If anything, the relation 
of difference is based on contrariety not contradiction. 

Instead of aspiring to the status of truth, a feminist philosophy prefers to see it- 
self as a form of strategy. Strategies are not abstractions, blueprints, or battle- 
plans for future action. Rather, they involve a provisional commitment to goals 
and ideals; a recognition of the prevailing situation, in opposition to which 
these ideals are erected; and an expedient relation to terms, arguments, and 
techniques which help transform the prevailing order into the ideal. To deny 
that a feminist philosophy aspires to truth is not to claim it is content with be- 
ing regarded as false; rather, the opposition between truth and falsity is largely 
irrelevant for a strategic model. 

Instead of dividing theory from practice—so that practice is located chronolog- 
ically before and after theory (construed as either a plan or a post facto reflec- 
tion, respectively)—a feminist philosophy may regard theory as a form of 
practice, a textual, conceptual, and educational practice, one involved in strug- 
gles for theoretical ascendancy, where dominant and subordinated discourses 
battle with each other. Theory is not privileged by its isolation from practice 
and its relegation to a pure conceptual level. When it is seen as a material 
process, theory can be seen as a practice like any other, neither more nor less 
privileged in its ability to survey and assess other practices. As a material 
labour or practice, theory relies on concepts, words, and discursive “raw mate- 
rials,” processes of theoretical production (e.g. the form of argument, narrative, 
or linguistic structure needed to make coherent discourses) and a determined 
product (a text or theory). It is not hierarchically privileged over other prac- 
tices, reserving the right of judgement; rather it is itself capable of being as- 
sessed by other practices. 

Instead of opposing reason to its others, a feminist philosophy expands the con- 
cept of reason. It has analyzed how reason as we know itis allied with 
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No one method, masculinity and relegates feminine attributes to a re- 
: : . pressed or subordinated status. A feminist philosophy 
point of Kem POST: would not reverse the relation between reason and its 
tion for subjects others, but would expand reason so that its expelled oth- 
and ob jects is the ers are now included. In beginning with women’s lived 
l experiences in the production of knowledge it seeks a 
norm or mode fi (la reason that is not separated from experience but based 
all philosophy. upon it, that is not opposed to the body but accepts it, 
not distinct from everyday life but cognisant of it. 

(h) Instead of accepting dominant models of knowledge (with their logic, binary 
structure, desire for precision and clarity) a feminist philosophy can accept its 
status as material, textual, and institutional. As such, it can accept the provi- 
sional, not eternal, status of its postulates. It aims for the production of new 
methods of knowing, new forms of analysis, new modes of writing, new kinds 
of textual objects, new texts. No one method, point of view, position for sub- 
jects and objects is the norm or model for all philosophy. 


+ Feminist philosophy claims to advocate “perspectivism,” 
which acknowledges other points of view but denies that 
they have equal value. Is there anything about this view that 
you find problematic? How is feminist theory (as outlined by 
Grosz) supposed to achieve the balance between recogniz- 
ing that truth is perspectival and denying all perspectives 
equal value? 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


Philosophers have always seen their main business as the search for truth. But the no- 
tion of truth has itself become a problem, and there are at least two very different kinds 
of truth and several competing theories of truth. There is necessary and there is contin- 
gent (empirical) truth. The traditional theory of empirical truth is the correspondence 
theory of truth, which claims that a belief (or statement) is true if it “matches up” or cor- 
responds to the facts of reality. But there have been many arguments to show that this 
view is inadequate. Accordingly, philosophers have defended the coherence theory of 
truth, which says that a belief or statement is true if it is logically connected to other be- 
liefs and statements; the pragmatic theory of truth, which says that a belief or statement 
is true if it helps us in practice with our work and our lives; and a semantic theory of 
truth, which says that truth is a function of our language as well as a question about the 
“facts” of the world. 

Since the writings of Immanuel Kant, truth is sometimes discussed in terms of our 
“constitution” of reality, but this also tends to lead to “relativism,” the view that there is 
no reality—no truth—independent of our consciousness and “constitution” of the 
world. The history of philosophy since Kant is very much bound up with this challenge. 
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1. What are the key differences between necessary and contingent truths? Why not 
just say “what is true is true”? 

2. What are the three traditional theories of truth (correspondence, coherence, prag- 
matic)? 

3. What does Kant mean that we “constitute” our world? Are there other ways to 
“constitute” the world according to Kant? 

4. How does Kant answer Hume’s skeptical challenge? Does he succeed? 

5. In what sense is Kant’s theory of truth like the coherence theory? The pragmatic 
theory? What are the problems associated with each theory? 

6. Discuss the difference between “absolutism” and “relativism” and the various prob- 
lems associated with each. How do you see this debate being played out in the pop- 
ular press and in the views of the public toward science, ethics, and religion? 

7. What do you see as the role of language in the theories discussed in this chapter? 
Why would a concern with language be so central to questions about truth? 


GLOSSARY 


absolutism The thesis that there is but one correct view of reality. Opposed to relativism. 

analytic (of a sentence or truth) Demonstrably true (and necessarily true) by virtue of the log- 
ical form or the meanings of the component words. The concept was introduced by Kant, 
who defined it in terms of a sentence (he called it a “judgment”) in which the “predicate was 
contained in the subject” and “added nothing to it.” For example, in “a horse is an animal,” 
he would say that the concept of “horse” already includes the concept of being an animal; we 
would say that “horse” means “an animal which . . .” and thus “is an animal” adds nothing to 
what we already know just from “horse.” Kant also says that the criterion or test for analytic 
sentences (or analyticity) is the principle of contradiction; an analytic sentence is one for 
which denial yields a self-contradiction. 

analytic philosophy The movement in twentieth-century philosophy, particularly in the United 
States and Britain, that focuses its primary attention on language and linguistic analysis. Also 
called “linguistic philosophy.” 

a posteriori (knowledge) “After experience,” or empirical. (See empirical.) 

a priori (knowledge) Independent of all experience. A priori knowledge is always necessary, 
for there can be no imaginable instances that would refute it and no intelligible doubting of 
it. One might come to know something a priori through experience (for example, you might 
find out that no parallel lines ever touch each other by drawing tens of thousands of parallel 
lines), but what is essential to a priori knowledge is that no such experience is needed. 
Knowledge is a priori if it can be proven independently of experience. The most obvious ex- 
amples of a priori knowledge are analytic sentences, such as “a horse is an animal” and “if 
all men are mammals and Socrates is a man, then Socrates is a mammal.” 

categories Kant’s word (borrowed from Aristotle) for those most basic and a priori concepts of 
human knowledge, for example, “causality,” and “substance.” 

coherence theory of truth A statement or a belief is true if and only if it “coheres” with a sys- 
tem of statements or beliefs. A truth of mathematics is “true” because if forms part of the 
nexus in the complex of mathematical truths. A geometrical theorem is “true” because it can 
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be proven from other theorems (axioms, definitions) of the geometrical system. A “factual” 
statement is “true” insofar as other “factual” statements, including general statements about 
experience that are logically relevant to the original statement, support it. Since we can never 
get “outside” our experience, the only sense in saying that a belief is true (according to this 
theory) is that it “coheres” with the rest of our experience. 
conceptual truth An analytic sentence that is true by virtue of the meanings of its component 
words, or concepts. The example, “a horse is an animal,” is a conceptual truth because part of 
the definition of the word horse is “an animal. “All sisters are females” is a conceptual truth 
because part of the meaning of “sister” is “female.” 
constitute To put together, “set up,” or synthesize experience through categories or concepts. 
First used by Kant, later by Husserl. 
contingent (truth) Dependent on the facts; neither logically necessary nor logically impossi- 
ble. A contingent state of affairs could have been otherwise. One test to see if a state of af- 
fairs is contingent is to see if it is conceivable that it could be other than it is. It is contingent, 
for example, that heavy objects fall toward the earth, since it is easily imaginable what it 
would be like if they did not. This is so even though, in another sense, we say that it is (phys- 
ically) necessary that heavy objects fall. The philosophical terms contingent and necessary 
refer to logical possibility, not to the factual question whether a statement is true or not. 
correspondence theory of truth A statement or belief is true if and only if it “corresponds” 
with “the facts.” Even when restricting our attention to statements of fact, however, this com- 
monsensical “theory” gets into trouble as soon as it tries to pick out what corresponds to 
what. How can we identify a “fact,” for example, apart from the language we use to identify 
it? And what does it mean to say that a statement “corresponds” to a fact? 
dialectic A “logic” developed by Hegel in which different forms or philosophies are arranged 
according to increasing sophistication and scope. The “logic” is a development from one 
form, whose inadequacies are demonstrated, to another, which corrects these inadequacies, 
and so on. Marx borrows this “dialectic” and gives it a social interpretation. (The “logic” 
need not be anything like the form “thesis-antithesis-synthesis.”) 
empirical (knowledge) Derived from and to be defended by appeal to experience, Empirical 
knowledge can only be so derived and so defended (as opposed to a priori knowledge, which 
need not be). 
essence or essential intuition In Husserl, those ideal objects and laws that constitute necessary 
truths. The term essence is borrowed from Aristotle (and the medieval philosophers) and 
used in much the same way, except that Husserl’s notion of essence is always tied to “intu- 
ition” and consciousness. 
hermeneutics The discipline of interpretation of texts. Broadly conceived (as by Heidegger, 
Gadamer) it is the “uncovering” of meanings in everyday life, the attempt to understand the 
signs and symbols of one’s culture and tradition in juxtaposition with other cultures and tra- 
ditions. 
historicism A philosophy that localizes truth and different views of reality to particular times, 
places, and peoples in history. It is generally linked to a very strong relativist thesis as well, 
that there is no truth apart from these various historical commitments. 
intuition Immediate knowledge of the truth, without the aid of any reasoning and without ap- 
peal to experience. Intuition, as rational intuition (there are other kinds), is a central concern 
of the rationalist philosophers, who consider intuition one of the main functions of reason. 
But because of its very nature, intuition cannot be argued for, nor can it be defended by expe- 
rience. Accordingly, many philosophers, especially empiricists, reject the notion of intuition 
and accept it only when absolutely unavoidable. In this century, Edmund Husserl has de- 
fended the appeal to intuition in his phenomenology. 
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law of contradiction That basic rule of logic that demands that a sentence and its denial cannot 
both be true. “Not (P and not P).” This law is used by many philosophers (Kant, Leibniz, and 
Hume, for example) as criterion for analyticity or analytic truth. 

law of the excluded middle That rule of logic that says either a sentence or its denial must be 
true: “Either P or not A.” In formal logic, this law, together with the law of contradiction, 
forms the basis of a great many arguments (for example, that form of reductio ad absurdum 
argument in which the consequences of one premise are shown to be absurd, and therefore its 
denial is accepted. Many logicians are now reconsidering this law, for it is becoming evident 
that not all sentences are either true or false. For example, consider Russell's famous exam- 
ple, “the King of France is bald” (when there is no king of France); is that true or false? It 
surely isn’t true, but neither can it be false, for there is no king of France who is not bald. Or 
what of, “green ideas sleep furiously”? Many philosophers would say that these are neither 
true nor false, thus rejecting the law of the excluded middle. 

logical truth A sentence that can be shown to be true by virtue of its logical form alone (by 
virtue of the connectives, “and,” “or,” etc.). 

matter of fact (in Hume) An empirical claim, to be confirmed or falsified through experience. 

necessary (truth) Cannot be otherwise and cannot be imagined to be otherwise. In philosophy, 
it is not enough that something be “necessary” according to physical laws (for example, the 
law of gravity), or “necessary” according to custom or habit (for example, the “necessity” of 
laws against rape or the felt necessity of having a cigarette after dinner). Necessary allows 
for not even imaginary counter-examples; thus it is a necessary truth that two plus two equals 
four. Not only do we believe thus with certainty and find ourselves incapable of intelligibly 
doubting it, but we cannot even suggest what it might be for it to be false, no matter how 
wild our imaginations. 

necessity In accordance with a necessary truth. 

phenomenology A contemporary European philosophy, founded by the German-Czech 
philosopher Edmund Husserl, that begins with a “pure description of consciousness.” Origi- 
nally developed as an answer to certain questions of necessary truth in the foundations of 
arithmetic, it was later expanded to answer more general philosophical questions and, in the 
hands of its later practitioners, it became a “philosophy of man” as well as a theory of 
knowledge. 

pragmatic theory of truth A statement or a belief that is true if and only if it “works,” that is, 
if it allows us to predict certain results and function effectively in everyday life, and if it en- 
courages further inquiry and helps us lead better lives. 

pragmatism A distinctly American philosophical movement founded by Charles Sanders 
Peirce at the turn of this century and popularized by William James and John Dewey. Its cen- 
tral thesis is obvious in its name, that truth (etc.) is always to be determined by reference to 
practical (pragmatic) considerations. Only those metaphysical distinctions that make some 
difference in practice are worth considering, and the only ultimate defense of any belief is 
that “it works.” 

rational In accordance with the rules of effective thought: coherence, consistency, practicabil- 
ity, simplicity, comprehensiveness, looking at the evidence and weighing it carefully, not 
jumping to conclusions, and so forth. Rationality may not guarantee truth; all of the evidence 
and everything we believe may point to one conclusion, while later generations, who know 
things that we do not, may see that our conclusion was incorrect. Yet it would still be, for us, 
the rational conclusion. Rationality points to the manner of thinking rather than its ultimate 
conclusions. Philosophically, the stress on rationality takes the emphasis off reality and 
places it on our manner of philosophizing. 

realism The thesis that reality exists in itself and it is independent of our consciousness of it. 
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relation of ideas In traditional empiricist philosophy, analytic truths, which can be demon- 
strated without appeal to experience. Arithmetic and geometry were taken to be paradigm ex- 
amples of “relations of ideas.” 
relativism The thesis that there is no single correct view of reality, no single truth. Relativists 
often talk about the possibility of “different conceptual frameworks,” “alternative lifestyles,” 
and various “forms of consciousness.” They are opposed, often violently, to realists and ab- 
solutists. 
rules of inference Those rules of logic according to which validity is defined. All such rules are 
analytic, but there is considerable disagreement whether all are so by virtue of their own log- 
ical form or whether some are so because they are derived from other, more basic rules. 
There is also the following question: Given that these rules define correct logical form, how 
is it possible to say that they have correct logical form? 
semantics The meanings of a sentence and its various components. Also, the study of those 
meanings. (So, we can talk about the semantics of a sentence, and we can talk about doing 
semantics.) “Merely semantic” is a nasty way of referring to conceptual truths, analytic sen- 
tences that are true just by virtue of meanings. 
semantic theory of truth A formal theory, best known from the work of Alfred Tarski, that 
defines “true” in terms of a technical notion of satisfaction. According to the theory, every 
sentence in the language is either satisfied or not by a distinct class of individuals. This is ad- 
equate, however, only for artificially constructed languages. Generalizing the theory to natu- 
ral language (for example, American English), we can say that the theory suggests that we 
(but not each of us personally) set up the rules according to which our sentences do or do not 
“correspond with the facts” of the world. 
synonym “Meaning the same.” Two words are synonymous if they are interchangeable in a sen- 
tence, without losing the meaning of the sentence. For example, “criminal” and “felon” are 
synonyms in most contexts. The test of a supposedly conceptual truth is to replace certain 
words with synonyms and then see if its denial yields a self-contradiction. In other words, 
substituting synonyms turns a conceptual truth into an analytic truth. For example, “ferns are 
plants”; substituting for “fern” its synonym (or, in this case, also its definition) “a primitive 
plant that bears spores, etc.” we have “a plant is a plant,” whose denial is a contradiction (“a 
plant is not a plant”) and thus is analytic. 
synthetic (statement) A noncontradictory proposition in which the predicate is not entailed by 
the subject, for example, “horses are generally obstinate.” (“Synthetic” is opposed, in this 
sense, to “analytic.”) A synthetic sentence cannot be shown to be true by appeal to the logical 
form or the meanings of the component words. Kant defined a “synthetic” sentence as one 
that “adds an idea to the subject which is not already contained in it.” For example, “a horse 
is the source of a large income for some people” is a strictly synthetic sentence. No appeal to 
the meaning of “horse” will help you find out whether it is true or not, and its denial surely 
does not result in self-contradiction. But, according to Kant, it must not be concluded that all 
synthetic sentences can be shown to be true solely by appeal to experience. Some, he 
claimed, are known a priori. 
synthetic a priori (knowledge) Knowledge that is necessary and known independently of ex- 
perience (and thus a priori), but that does not derive its truth from the logic or meaning of 
sentences (thus synthetic). This is the focal concept of Kant’s philosophy. 
tautology A trivial truth that is true by virtue of logical form alone and tells us nothing about 
the world. (Popularly, a bit of repetitive nonsense, for example, “a rose is a rose is a rose.” 
Technically, [in logic] a sentence that can be shown to be true no matter what the truth or fal- 
sity of its component parts.) 
transcendental Referring to the basic rules of human knowledge, usually with an absolutist 
suggestion that there can be but a single set of such basic rules. Thus Kant’s “transcendental 
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deduction” attempted to deduce the one possible set of basic rules for human understanding, 
and Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology attempted to lay bare the one set of basic (“es- 
sential”) laws of human consciousness. Contemporary philosophers sometimes talk about 
“the transcendental turn” in philosophy, in other words, the attempt to move beyond claims 
that might apply only to ourselves and our way of viewing things to the way that things must 
be viewed. 

transcendental deduction Kant’s elaborate attempt to prove that there is but one set of cate- 
gories (basic rules or a priori concepts) that all rational creatures must use in constituting 
their experience. 

truth of reason In traditional rationalism, a belief that can be justified solely by appeal to intu- 
ition or deduction from premises based upon intuition. Arithmetic and geometry were, for 
the rationalists as for the empiricists, a paradigm case of such truths. They disagreed mainly 
on the scope of such truths, and the restrictions to be placed on the problematic appeal to in- 
tuition. 
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PART II 


“I’m not myself today, you see,” Alice said to the caterpillar. 
“I don’t see,” said the caterpillar. 


LEWIS CARROLL 


“Just be yourself!” How often have you heard that? What is it to be a “self”? And what 
does it mean to be a particular self? In the abstract, these questions seem obscure. But in 
everything that we do, we adopt some conception of our identity, both as a person and 
as an individual, whether we are called upon to articulate it or not. As a student, you 
walk into a classroom with certain conceptions of your own abilities and intelligence, 
your status among other students, your role vis-à-vis the professor, some haunting 
memories, perhaps some embarrassment or a certain vanity about your looks, your 
clothes, your grades, or just your new pair of shoes. 

If you had to identify yourself as an individual, describe what makes you you, how 
would you do it? What features are essential to being a person? What are essential to be- 
ing the person you are and what features distinguish you from other persons? Think for 
a moment of yourself in an office, applying for a job or a scholarship for professional 
school or just filling out one of those dozens of forms that bombard you during the year. 
You dutifully fill in your birthdate, where you were born, your grades in school, your 
service in the military if any, awards you have received, arrests and other troubles, 
whether you're married or not, male or female, perhaps your race and religion. This list 
of facts about yourself would be one way of identifying “you.” But at some point, I am 
sure you have felt that sense of absurdity and rebellion, “this isn’t me!” or “this is all ir- 
relevant!” What may seem more relevant to your self-identity are your political views, 
your tastes in art and music, your favorite books and movies, your loves and hates, 
habits and beliefs, or just the fact, perhaps, that you think your own thoughts. These 
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more personal, or “internal,” features as well as the “cold facts,” or “external” features, 
about yourself are important for identifying you as an individual different from other 
individuals. 

In one sense, your self-identity is the way you characterize yourself as an individual. 
The philosophical problem of self-identity is thus concerned in part with what these 
characterizing qualities are. Are they just concerned with status and roles among other 
people? Or is there something that can truly be called “your self,” your “essence,” or 
maybe even your soul, without reference to anyone else? Should we think of ourselves 
as individuals? Or should we instead view ourselves as mere components of a larger or- 
ganism—-society, mankind, or perhaps the world as a whole? How should we identify 
ourselves? 

There is another sense in which we might talk about a person’s self-identity. You 
may know someone who has experienced a religious conversion, or who has just under- 
gone treatment for alcoholism; or perhaps you can think of someone you see again after 
a long time who says, “I’m not the same person.” What does this mean, and how is it 
possible to say you are not the same person? When someone says, “I’m not the same 
person I was,” he or she is pointing to the fact that some significant aspects of himself or 
herself have changed; this person has a new self-identity. Yet, in another sense, this is 
still the same person; the old identity and the new identity are both identities of the 
same person. 

So we have a second sense of “self-identity.” Here your self-identity is what makes 
you the same person over time. Thus, the second philosophical problem, which is the 
one that has most concerned philosophers, is how to identify an individual as the same 
individual over time. What is it about you without which you wouldn’t be you? Pre- 
sumably you would still be you if you changed your religious beliefs or tastes in music. 
But what if you had a sex-change operation? Or what if you completely lost your mem- 
ory, all recollection of your family and friends? Or what if you physically disappeared 
altogether, remaining only a wispy consciousness, a spirit, or a ghost without a body? 
Would it then make sense to say that you are still you? 

There is yet a third sense in which we talk about self-identity. What is it that allows 
us to be individual people at all? Interestingly, the fact of consciousness—of having 
thoughts and feelings—seems the most private and individual thing a person possesses, 
and yet is the very thing that we tend to believe all people possess. Whatever our at- 
tempts to answer the problems of self-identity, they begin with a single “fact”—our 
own consciousness. We will see that this was the logical beginning for Descartes, who 
used the fact of his own consciousness as the starting point for his whole philosophy. It 
was true for Locke, as well, who argued that our identity is to be found in the continuity 
of our consciousness rather than in the continuity of our bodies. We will see that it was 
even used by Hume, who used his own consciousness as the basis of his denial that 
there is any such thing as the self! 

Of course, these questions assume some metaphysical claims that can and have been 
questioned. Later in this chapter, we will look at some of these assumptions and some 

criticisms of them. Is self-identity a matter of nature? Are we born with an identity? Or 
is it a matter of personal choice or of environmental factors such as our upbringing or 
education? Must a person have only one “self,” or might he or she in fact have several or 
many selves? Is there a “self” at all? Or is the self, as many Eastern philosophers have 
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argued, an illusion? Should self-lessness be our ideal self-identity? Ought we even to con- 
ceive of ourselves as individuals? Or ought we instead think of ourselves as organic 
components of a larger community or society? 


+ How would you describe your “self”—that which makes 
you “you” and different from other people? 

+ How much of your self-identity is shaped by your interaction 
with other people, either family, friends, or strangers? To 
what extent do you think that your identity is self-deter- 
mined? 

+ Do you think that there is anything that necessarily “under- 
lies” the changes we undergo as a person though the course 
of a lifetime? 

+ Are there different senses of self-identity, in your view? Or 
are all of them reducible to a single all-embracing sense? 


In this chapter, we explore a number of different questions and conceptions about 
self-identity. We consider the question of what makes you you, both in the sense of what 
makes you a person, and in the sense of what makes you the particular person you are. 
Freud, the great nineteenth-century psychologist, once said that every man is in some 
ways like all other men, in some ways like some other men, and in some ways like no 
other man. Philosophers who investigate the problem of self-identity attempt to figure 
out exactly how and why this might be so. We begin with an all-important and still in- 
fluential tradition in philosophy, from Descartes and Locke to Hume and Kant, which 
focuses on self-consciousness as the sole key to personal identity. 


A. CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE SELF: 
FROM DESCARTES TO KANT 


Sometimes we act out our identities without being aware of it at all. At other times, par- 
ticularly when we talk about ourselves or are placed in a situation where we are forced to 
“look at ourselves as others see us,” we are very much aware—even painfully aware— 
of our identities. At such times we say we are self-conscious. In general, most modern 
philosophers and psychologists would argue that you can’t have a concept of who you are 
unless you are also sometimes (not necessarily always) self-conscious. Conversely, you 
can’t even be self-conscious unless you have some sense of identity, no matter how crude. 
The two concepts, in other words, go hand in hand and cannot be separated from each 
other. 

Many philosophers have argued that not only is self-consciousness crucial to having 
a concept of one’s own individuality, but it is also crucial for establishing that one is an 
enduring self, that is, the same person over time. Descartes is an example. Remember 
how he characterized himself: 


But what then am I? A thing which thinks. What is a thing which thinks? It is 
a thing which doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wills, refuses, which also 
imagines and feels. 
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He goes on to say, I am a thing with desires, who perceives light and noise and feels 
heat. Clearly, Descartes’ concept of “self” is of thought, or consciousness—a human 
essence—which each person has and with which each person identifies himself or her- 
self. He also claims to show by his method of doubt that all of this might be so even if 
he were not to have a body at all. Perhaps, he argues, I am fooled about my “having” a 
body just as I might be fooled about all sorts of other things. Therefore, he concludes, it 
is not my body that provides me with an identity or with the self from which I begin my 
philosophy. It follows from this that the particular aspects of my self—whether I am 
male or female, black or white, tall or short, handsome or ugly, strong or weak—are as- 
sociated with my body only and cannot be essential to my identity. My self-identity is in 
my mind, in my thinking, doubting, feeling, perceiving, imagining, and desiring. I am, 
essentially, “a thing which thinks.” 


FROM “MEDITATION VI” 
BY RENÉ DESCARTES! 


Therefore, just because I know certainly that I exist, and that meanwhile I do not re- 
mark that any other thing necessarily pertains to my nature or essence, excepting 
that I am a thinking thing, I rightly conclude that my essence consists solely in the 
fact that I am a thinking thing [or a substance whose whole essence or nature is to 
think]. And although possibly (or rather certainly, as I shall say in a moment) I pos- 
sess a body with which I am very intimately conjoined, yet because, on the one 
side, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself inasmuch as I am only a thinking and 
unextended thing, and as, on the other, I possess a distinct idea of body, inasmuch 
as it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is certain that this I [that is to say, 
my soul by which I am what I am], is entirely and absolutely distinct from my 
body, and can exist without it. 


It is important to appreciate the kind of step Descartes has taken here. What he is saying 
is that self-identity depends on consciousness. Our identity does not depend in any way 
on our body remaining the same, and so human identity is different from the identity of 
anything else in the world. 


+ What is the connection between self-consciousness and self- 
identity? Do you think (some) animals are self-conscious? If 
so, do you think that they might have a self-identity? 

+ What does Descartes identify as the “self”? Is this anything 
unique to individuals? In what sense (if any) does it individ- 
uate you from someone else? 


John Locke, like Descartes, sees self-consciousness as the key to self-identity. But 
unlike Descartes, he argues that this identity does not depend on our remaining the same 


IRené Descartes, “Meditation VI,” in Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Des- 
cartes, trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press. 
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thinking substance, that is, on our having the same soul. Indeed, in the course of our life 
our soul might be replaced with new souls just as in the course of a tree’s growth its 
cells are replaced with new cells. What makes the tree the same tree is the fact that the 
same life is present in spite of changes in its physical structure; and what makes a per- 
son the same person is that the same consciousness and memories are present. Thus 
Locke differs from Descartes in distinguishing between the soul (a substance) and con- 
sciousness. It is our consciousness that we call our “self.” In An Essay Concerning Hu- 
man Understanding, Locke argues: 


ON PERSONAL IDENTITY 
BY JOHN LOCKE? 


To find wherein personal identity consists, we must consider what person stands 
for;—which, I think, is a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, 
and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and 
places; which it does only by that consciousness which is inseparable from think- 
ing, and as it seems to me, essential to it: it being impossible for any one to per- 
ceive without perceiving that he does perceive. When we see, hear, smell, taste, 
feel, meditate, or will anything, we know that we do so. Thus it is always as to our 
present sensations and perceptions: and by this every one is to himself that which 
he calls se/f:—it not being considered, in this case, whether the same self be con- 
tinued in the same or divers substances. For, since consciousness always accompa- 
nies thinking, and it is that which makes every one to be what he calls self, and 
thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking things, in this alone consists 
personal identity, i.e. the sameness of a rational being: and as far as this conscious- 
ness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the 
identity of that person; it is the same self now it was then; and it is by the same self 
with this present one that now reflects on it, that that action was done. 
Consciousness makes personal Identity. —But it is further inquired, whether it 
be the same identical substance. This few3 would think they had reason to doubt of, 
if these perceptions, with their consciousness, always remained present in the mind, 
whereby the same thinking thing would be always consciously present, and, as 
would be thought, evidently the same to itself, But that which seems to make the 
difficulty is this, that this consciousness being interrupted always by forgetfulness, 
there being no moment of our lives wherein we have the whole train of all our past 
actions before our eyes in one view, but even the best memories losing the sight of 
one part whilst they are viewing another; and we sometimes, and that the greatest 
part of our lives, not reflecting on our past selves, being intent on our present 
thoughts, and in sound sleep having no thoughts at all, or at least none with that 
consciousness which remarks our waking thoughts,—I say, in all these cases, our 
consciousness being interrupted, and we losing the sight of our past selves, doubts 


2John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. A. C. Fraser, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894. 


‘Locke refers here to Descartes. 
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are raised whether we are the same thinking thing, i.e. the same substance or no. 
Which, however reasonable or unreasonable, concerns not personal identity at all. 
The question being what makes the same person; and not whether it be the same 
identical substance, which always thinks in the same person, which, in this case, 
matters not at all: different substances, by the same consciousness (where they do 
partake in it) being united into one person, as well as different bodies by the same 
life are united into one animal, whose identity is preserved in that change of sub- 
stances by the unity of one continued life. For, it being the same consciousness that 
makes a man be himself to himself, personal identity depends on that only, whether 
it be annexed solely to one individual substance, or can be continued in a succes- 
sion of several substances. For as far as any intelligent being can repeat the idea of 
any past action with the same consciousness it had of it at first, and with the same 
consciousness it has of any present action; so far it is the same personal self. For it 
is by the consciousness it has of its present thoughts and actions, that it is self to it- 
self now, and so will be the same self, as far as the same consciousness can extend 
to actions past or to come; and would be by distance of time, or change of sub- 
stance, no more two persons, than a man be two men by wearing other clothes to- 
day than he did yesterday, with a long or a short sleep between: the same 
consciousness uniting those distant actions into the same person, whatever sub- 
stances contributed to their production. 

Personal Identity in Change of Substance.—That this is so, we have some kind 
of evidence in our very bodies, all whose particles, whilst vitally united to this same 
thinking conscious self, so that we feel when they are touched, and are affected by, 
and conscious of good or harm that happens to them, are a part of ourselves; i.e. of 
our thinking conscious self. Thus, the limbs of his body are to every one a part of 
himself; he sympathizes and is concerned for them. Cut off a hand, and thereby 
separate it from that consciousness he had of its heat, cold, and other affections, and 
it is then no longer a part of that which is himself, any more than the remotest part 
of matter. Thus, we see the substance whereof personal self consisted at one time 
may be varied at another, without the change of personal identity; there being no 
question about the same person, though the limbs which but now were a part of it, 
be cut off. 

ooe 

If the same consciousness (which, as has been shown, is quite a different thing 
from the same numerical figure or motion in body) can be transferred from one 
thinking substance to another, it will be possible that two thinking substances may 
make but one person. For the same consciousness being preserved, whether in the 
same or different substances, the personal identity is preserved. Whether the same 
immaterial being, being conscious of the action of its past duration, may be wholly 
stripped of all the consciousness of its past existence, and lose it beyond the power 

of ever retrieving it again: and so as it were beginning a new account from a new 
period, have a consciousness that cannot reach beyond this new state. All those who 
hold pre-existence are evidently of this mind; since they allow the soul to have no 
remaining consciousness of what it did in the pre-existing state, either wholly sepa- 
rate from body, or informing any other body; and if they should not, it is plain ex- 
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perience would be against them. So that personal identity, reaching no further than 
consciousness reaches, a pre-existent spirit not having continued so many ages in a 
state of silence, must needs make different persons. Suppose a Christian Platonist 
or a Pythagorean should, upon God’s having ended all his works of creation the 
seventh day, think his soul hath existed ever since; and should imagine it has re- 
volved in several human bodies; as I once met with one, who was persuaded his had 
been the soul of Socrates (how reasonably I will not dispute; this I know, that in the 
post he filled, which was no inconsiderable one, he passed for a very rational man, 
and the press has shown that he wanted not parts of learning;)—would any one say, 
that he, being not conscious of any of Socrates’ actions or thoughts, could be the 
same person with Socrates? Let any one reflect upon himself, and conclude that he 
has in himself an immaterial spirit, which is that which thinks in him, and, in the 
constant change of his body keeps him the same: and is that which he calls himself. 
The body, as well as the soul, goes to the making of a Man.—And thus may we 
be able, without any difficulty, to conceive the same person at the resurrection, 
though in a body not exactly in make or parts the same which he had here,—the 
same consciousness going along with the soul that inhabits it. But yet the soul 
alone, in the change of bodies, would scarce to any one but to him that makes the 
soul the man, be enough to make the same man. For should the soul of a prince, 
carrying with it the consciousness of the prince’s past life, enter and inform the 
body of a cobbler, as soon as deserted by his own soul, every one sees he would 
be the same person with the prince, accountable only for the prince’s actions: but 
who would say it was the same man? The body too goes to the making the man, 
and would, I guess, to everybody determine the man in this case, wherein the 
soul, with all its princely thoughts about it, would not make another man: but he 
would be the same cobbler to every one besides himself. I know that, in the ordi- 
nary way of speaking, the same person, and the same man, stand for one and the 


same thing. 
Consciousness alone unites actions into the same 


Self is that con- 
scious thinking 
thing ... which 

is sensible or con- 
scious of pleasure 
and pain, capable 
of happiness or 
misery, and so 

is concerned for 
itself, as far as 
that consciousness 
extends. 


Person.—But though the same immaterial substance or 
soul does not alone, wherever it be, and in whatsoever 
state, make the same man; yet it is plain, conscious- 
ness, as far as ever it can be extended—should it be to 
ages past—unites existences and actions very remote 
in time into the same person, as well as it does the ex- 
istences and actions of the immediately preceding mo- 
ment: so that whatever has the consciousness of 
present and past actions, is the same person to whom 
they both belong. Had I the same consciousness that I 
saw the ark and Noah’s flood, as that I saw an 
overflowing of the Thames last winter, or as that I write 
now, I could no more doubt that I who write this now, 
that saw the Thames overflowed last winter, and that 
viewed the flood at the general deluge, was the same 
self, —place that self in what substance you please— 
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than that I who write this am the same myself now whilst I write (whether I consist 
of all the same substance, material or immaterial, or no) that I was yesterday. For as 
to this point of being the same self, it matters not whether this present self be made 
up of the same or other substances—I being as much concerned, and as justly ac- 
countable for any action that was done a thousand years since, appropriated to me 
now by this self-consciousness, as I am for what I did the last moment. 

Self depends on Consciousness, not on Substance.—Self is that conscious think- 
ing thing,—whatever substance made up of, (whether spiritual or material, simple 
or compounded, it matters not)—which is sensible or conscious of pleasure and 
pain, capable of happiness or misery, and so is concerned for itself, as far as that 
consciousness extends. Thus every one finds that, whilst comprehended under that 
consciousness, the little finger is as much a part of himself as what is most so. 
Upon separation of this little finger, should this consciousness go along with the lit- 
tle finger, and leave the rest of the body, it is evident the little finger would be the 
person, the same person; and self then would have nothing to do with the rest of the 
body. As in this case it is the consciousness that goes along with the substance, 
when one part is separate from another, which makes the same person, and consti- 
tutes this inseparable self: so it is in reference to the substances remote in time. 
That with which the consciousness of this present thinking thing can join itself, 
makes the same person, and is one self with it, and with nothing else; and so attrib- 
utes to itself, and owns all the actions of that thing, as its own, as far as that con- 
sciousness reaches, and no further. 


The main thesis of Locke’s argument is this: Personal self-identity is based upon 
self-consciousness, in particular, upon memories about one’s former experiences. In 
this, he argues, man is different from animals, whose identity (that is, “the same dog” or 
“the same horse”) is based on the continuity of the body, just as you would say that you 
have had “the same car” for ten years even if almost every part except the chassis has 
been replaced during that time. The identity of a “person,” that is, “personal” identity, 
depends on self-consciousness. 

Locke's idea that memory is what constitutes a self-identity is inspired by the dis- 
tinctly Cartesian notion that a person’s relationship to her own thoughts is unique. You 
cannot think my thoughts and I cannot think yours. Since memory is a species of 
thought, it follows that you cannot remember my experiences, nor I yours. For example, 
you may remember your first day of school. Because you are remembering that experi- 
ence as one that happened to you, you are self-identical to the person who had the ear- 
lier experience. According to Locke, then, memory provides an infallible link between 
what we might call different “stages” of a person. Memory seems to guarantee the iden- 
tity of the person who is now remembering with the person who was then having the 
experience. 

While Locke’s theory has the advantage over Descartes’ of allowing us to understand 
self-identity in terms of consciousness without requiring that we posit the existence of a 

persisting immaterial soul, it is not without its own difficulties. First, much of what we 
experience, we later forget. Do you remember everything that has ever happened to 
you? Undoubtedly, the answer is no. Even a person who has a very good memory does 
not remember being born, learning to walk, or what he had for breakfast on June 3, 
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2001. Probably you have completely forgotten some fairly long stretches of your past. 
What are we to make of these forgotten periods, with regard to our personal identity? 
How mistaken can we be in our memories and beliefs about ourselves? At what point of 
remembering would we want to say that “those memories cannot be our memories at 
all?” 

Second, our memories are not always accurate. Sometimes we remember things that 
never happened. For example, you might remember very clearly lending your copy of 
Introducing Philosophy to a friend, only to find later that you had, in fact, been using it 
as a doorstop. Even more disturbing, though fortunately less frequent, cases of inaccu- 
rate memory occur when a person sincerely remembers experiences which, in fact, hap- 
pened, but didn’t happen to him. There are people who now remember delivering the 
Gettysburg Address, discovering radium, or singing “I wanna hold your hand” with 
George, John, Paul, and Ringo at Carnegie Hall. What are we to say of the memories of 
the deluded and the deranged? They are not genuine memories, but are only apparent 
memories. Clearly, Locke did not intend merely apparent memories to count among 
those which guarantee identity. We must, then, find a way to distinguish between those 
cases in which a memory is genuine and those in which it is not. But to do this, it seems 
that we would have to say that the memories are in fact the correct memories of that 
person. If this is so, it would appear that the Memory Theory is circular. 

A genuine memory, as opposed to a merely apparent one, is, of course, a memory of 
an experience the rememberer actually had. The person who is having the memory must 
be the one who had the experience. Now you can see that in distinguishing genuine from 
apparent memory, we have presupposed the existence of a persisting, self-identical per- 
son. That would be all very well were it not for the fact that the concept of self-identity 
is precisely what we are trying to explain. We cannot use the concept of memory to ex- 
plain self-identity and then use the concept of self-identity to explain memory. Moreover, 
once we reflect on the nature of genuine memory, we can see that Locke was, indeed, put- 
ting the cart before the horse. When a person says, “I remember when I learned to ride 
my bike,” the truth of his statement presupposes, rather than establishes, that he is self- 
identical to the little boy with the scabby knees. 

Nevertheless, modern theories of personal identity have by and large appealed to some 
notion of memory, self-consciousness, or psychological continuity. It is worth mention- 
ing that ancient philosophers, Aristotle for example, did not believe this and probably 
would not even have understood much of what Descartes and Locke were arguing about. 
For Aristotle, self-identity was essentially bodily identity, without any particular refer- 
ence to self-consciousness. But neither must it be thought that the modern thesis has been 
without its critics, in fact, its devastating critics. 


+ How does the role of consciousness differ in the accounts of 
self-identity of Locke and Descartes? 

e Can you think of a time when you were “unaware” of your 
self: ie., contrary to Locke, you were not aware of your 
awareness and you did not perceive that you were perceiv- 
ing? Describe this situation. 

+ What is the difference between individual substance and 
personal identity for Locke? What constitutes individual 
substance? What constitutes personal identity? 
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+ Does Locke think that the preexistence of the soul entails the 
preexistence of one’s self? 

+ What is the difference between “person” and “man” for 
Locke? What is required for each? 


Hume completely undercuts Descartes’ and Locke’s view of self-identity. Relying on 
belief that any idea must be derived from an impression, Hume argues that when we 


are self-conscious we are only aware of fleeting thoughts, feelings, and perceptions; we 


do 


not have an impression of the self or a thinking substance. He concludes that the idea 


of the self is simply a fiction. Moreover, since we are never aware of any enduring self, 


we 


are never justified in claiming we are the same person we were a year or a minute 


ago. 


ON “THERE IS NO SELF” 
BY DAVID HUME4 


There are some philosophers, who imagine we are every moment intimately con- 
scious of what we call our SELF, that we feel its existence and its continuance in ex- 
istence and are certain, beyond the evidence of a demonstration, both of its perfect 
identity and simplicity. The strongest sensation, the most violent passion, say they, 
instead of distracting us from this view, only fix it the more intensely, and make us 
consider their influence on se/f either by their pain or pleasure. To attempt a farther 
proof of this were to weaken its evidence; since no proof can be deriv’d from any 
fact, of which we are so intimately conscious; nor is there any thing of which we 
can be certain, if we doubt of this. 

Unluckily all these positive assertions are contrary to that very experience, 
which is pleaded for them, nor have we any idea of self, after the manner it is here 
explain’d. For from what impression cou’d this idea be deriv’d? This question ’tis 
impossible to answer without a manifest contradiction, and absurdity; and yet ’tis a 
question, which must necessarily be answer’d, if we wou’d have the idea of self 
pass for clear and intelligible. It must be some one impression, that gives rise to 
every real idea. But self or person is not any one impression, but that to which our 
several impressions and ideas are suppos’d to have a reference. If any impression 
gives rise to the idea of self, that impression must continue invariably the same, 
thro’ the whole course of our lives; since self is suppos’d to exist after that manner. 
But there is no impression constant and invariable. Pain and pleasure, grief and joy, 
passions and sensations succeed each other, and never all exist at the same time. It 
cannot, therefore, be from any of these impressions, or from any other, that the idea 
of self is deriv’d; and consequently there is no such idea. 

But farther, what must become of all our particular perceptions upon this hy- 
pothesis? All these are different, and distinguishable, and separable from each other 
and may be separately consider’d, and may exist separately, and have no need of 
any thing to support their existence. After what manner, therefore, do they belong to 


4Da 


vid Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1888. 
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self and how are they connected with it? For my part, when I enter most intimately 
into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of 
heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch my- 
self at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the per- 
ception. When my perceptions are remov’d for any time, as by sound sleep; so long 
am I insensible of myself, and may truly be said not to exist. And were all my per- 
ceptions remoy’d by death, and cou’d I neither think, nor feel, nor see, nor love, nor 
hate after the dissolution of my body, I shou’d be entirely annihilated, nor do I con- 
ceive what is further requisite to make me a perfect nonentity. If any one upon seri- 
ous and unprejudiced reflexion, thinks he has a different notion of himself, I must 
confess I can reason no longer with him. All I can allow him is, that he may be in 
the right as well as I, and that we are essentially different in this particular. He may, 
perhaps, perceive something simple and continu’d, which he calls himself; tho’ I am 


I may venture to 
affirm of the rest 
of mankind, that 
they are nothing 
but a bundle or 
collection of differ- 
ent perceptions, 
which succeed 
each other with 

an inconceivable 
rapidity, and are in 
a perpetual flux 
and movement. 


certain there is no such principle in me. 
But setting aside some metaphysicians of this kind, I may venture to affirm of 
the rest of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different per- 


ceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceiv- 
able rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and 

movement. Our eyes cannot turn in their sockets with- 
out varying our perceptions. Our thought is still more 
variable than our sight; and all our other senses and 
faculties contribute to this change; nor is there any sin- 
gle power of the soul, which remains unalterably the 
same, perhaps for one moment. The mind is a kind of 
theatre, where several perceptions successively make 
their appearance; pass, repass, glide away, and mingle 
in an infinite variety of postures and situations. There 
is properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity 
in different; whatever natural propension we may have 
to imagine that simplicity and identity. The comparison 
of the theatre must not mislead us. They are the succes- 
sive perceptions only, that constitute the mind: nor 
have we the most distant notion of the place, where 
these scenes are represented, or of the materials, of 
which it is compos’d. 


What then gives us so great a propension to ascribe an identity to these succes- 
sive perceptions, and to suppose ourselves possest of any invariable and 
uninterrupted existence thro’ the whole course of our lives? 


To answer this question, Hume draws an analogy between the fictitious identity we 
ascribe to persons and the equally fictitious identity we ascribe to things. Just as we can 
never find an impression of the self that will explain human identity, so we can never 
find an impression of an object or substance to explain the identity of plants, animals, 
and things. According to Hume, then, we are never justified in claiming that, for exam- 
ple, a tree we see now is the same tree we saw five years ago or even five minutes ago. 
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The cells and parts of the tree are continuously being replaced so that at no time is it 
ever literally the same tree. But Hume’s argument goes further than this; even if that 
were not so, we would still have no way of justifying our belief that this tree is the same 
one we saw some time ago, rather than another, reasonably similar to it, but yet differ- 
ent. How do we know, for example, that someone has not come along and replaced it 
with another? 

The temptation to ascribe identity to things and persons, Hume thinks, arises in part 
from the spatiotemporal continuity of the thing; the tree is in the same place at different 
times. People, however, have the troublesome habit of moving around, going to Europe 
for the summer or college for the semester; we still see the continuity of his or her 
movement, receive postcards from the appropriate places at the appropriate times, and 
so we conclude that it is the same person. In addition to spatio-temporal continuity, we 
ordinarily rely on resemblance as a criterion of identity. We tolerate small changes, a 
haircut or a new scar, perhaps even a lost leg or a bit of plastic surgery. As long as there 
is a strong resemblance between two individuals, for example before and after a haircut, 
we think of them as the same. Only when there is a great change, as from Dr. Jekyll to 
Mr. Hyde, do we question the identity of the two individuals. 

Hume, however, argues that spatiotemporal continuity and resemblance do not in 
fact guarantee identity: 


The identity, which we ascribe to the mind of man, is only a fictitious one, and of a 
like kind with that which we ascribe to vegetables and animal bodies. It cannot, 
therefore, have a different origin, but must proceed from a like operation of the 
imagination upon his objects. 

We have a distinct idea of an object, that remains invariable and uninterrupted 
thro’ a suppos’d variation of time; and this idea we call that of identity or sameness. 
We have also a distinct idea of several different objects existing in succession, and 
connected together by a close relation; and this to an accurate view affords as per- 
fect a notion of diversity, as if there was no manner of relation among the objects. 
But tho’ these two ideas of identity, and a succession of related objects be in them- 
selves perfectly distinct, and even contrary, yet ‘tis certain, that in our common way 
of thinking they are generally confounded with each other. That action of the imagi- 
nation, by which we consider the uninterrupted and invariable object, and that by 
which we reflect on the succession of related objects, are almost the same to the 
feeling, nor is there much more effort to thought requir’d in the latter case than in 
the former. The relation facilitates the transition of the mind from one object to an- 
other, and renders its passage as smooth as if it contemplated one continu’d object. 
This resemblance is the cause of the confusion and mistake, and makes us substi- 
tute the notion of identity, instead of that related objects. 

Our last resource is to . . . boldly assert that these different related objects are in 
effect the same, however interrupted and variable. In order to justify to ourselves 
this absurdity, we often feign some new and unintelligible principle, that connects 
the objects together, and prevents their interruption or variation. Thus we feign the 
continu’d existence of the perceptions of our senses, to remove the interruption; and 
run into the notion of a soul, and self, and substance, to disguise the variation. But 
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we may farther observe, that where we do not give rise to such a fiction, our 
propension to confound identity with relation is so great, that we are apt to ifmagine 
something unknown and mysterious connecting the parts, beside their relation; and 
| this I take to be the case with regard to the identity we ascribe to plants and vegeta- 
bles. And even when this does not take place, we still feel a propensity to confound 
these ideas, tho’ we are not able fully to satisfy ourselves in that particular, nor find 
| any thing invariable and uninterrupted to justify our notion of identity. 
e+e 

Suppose any mass of matter, of which the parts are contiguous and connected, to 
be plac’d before us; ’tis plain we must attribute a perfect identity to this mass, pro- 
| vided all the parts continue uninterruptedly and invariably the same, whatever mo- 
tion or change of place we may observe either in the whole or in any of the parts. 
But supposing some very small or inconsiderable part to be added to the mass, or 
subtracted from it; tho’ this absolutely destroys the identity of the whole, strictly 
speaking; yet as we seldom think so accurately, we scruple not to pronounce a mass 
of matter the same, where we find so trivial an alteration. The passage of the 
thought from the object before the change to the object after it, is so smooth and 
easy, that we scarce perceive the transition, and are apt to imagine, that *tis nothing 
but a continu’d survey, of the same object. 


+ How do you understand Hume's claim that the self is noth- 
ing but a bundle of perceptions? Where, then, do we get our 
idea of identity, according to Hume? 


Hume’s argument is familiar to us from our discussion of empiricism in Chap- 
ter 3. All we perceive, he says, is a sequence of impressions, and nowhere do we en- 
counter an impression either of a substance (an enduring object) or of the self. What 
right do we have, therefore, to identify the object of this impression with the object of 
another? What right do we have to identify the person we are now with someone in the 
past? 

But Hume’s argument that “I never can catch myself” suffers from a peculiar but ob- 
vious form of self-contradiction. He can’t even deny that there is a self without in some 
sense pointing to himself in order to do it. This point was not missed by Kant. Kant 
agrees with Hume that the enduring self is not to be found in self-consciousness. The en- 
during self is not an object of experience—Hume was right on this point and both 
Descartes and Locke were mistaken. In Kant’s words, the enduring self is not empirical. 
It is transcendental. 

By “transcendental” Kant means what is a necessary condition for the possibility of 
any experience. Kant saw that if there were a different self at each moment of con- 
sciousness, we would not be able to perceive anything. In order to experience an 
object, we must be able to combine our various impressions of it in a unified conscious- 
ness. Thus, if we do in fact experience objects, we must assume that we have a unified 
consciousness that combines these impressions into the perception of an object. Or, to 
take a different example, Hume talks of different sorts of relations of impressions, for 
example, succession. In order for an individual to perceive two impressions as succes- 
sive, these impressions must have been perceived by the same consciousness. 
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The self of “I” for Kant, then, is the necessary logical subject of any thought, per- 
ception, feeling, and so on. It is not an object of experience but transcends and is pre- 
supposed by all experience. 

Hume’s error, as in other matters, was in confusing the supposed experience of self- 
consciousness with the transcendental rules with which we tie these various experiences 
together. Accordingly, Kant argues, Descartes and Locke are both correct in equating 
self-identity and self-consciousness, but it must not be thought that the self is therefore 
a “thing” (as Descartes said) that we find in experience. 

According to Kant, the self is the activity of consciousness, in particular the activity 
of organizing our various experiences. Kant borrows Hume’s argument, but he turns it 
toward the opposite conclusion: True, I never find a self “in” my experiences, but I can 
always find myself in that “I” that has the experience. Kant’s “self,” in other words, is 
the act of having experiences rather than anything that we experience itself. But for 
Kant this self is not merely the passive recipient of experiences, and here is where the 
notion of self as activity becomes all-important. The self is the activity of applying the 
rules by which we organize our experience. Moreover, Kant argues that one of the most 
basic rules of this activity is that the self organize its experience as its own experience. 
The rule is that we must always “synthesize” our various experiences into a unity, for 
we could not come to have any knowledge whatever of a scattering of various impres- 
sions and sensations without this synthesis. (Think, for example, of the slightly painful 
and generally meaningless sensations you have when someone sets off a camera flash- 
bulb in your eyes.) This basic rule of synthesis allows Kant to say that not only is the 
self the activity that applies the various rules to experience but its existence as a unified 
self with a unified synthesis of experiences is itself a rule. 

Kant gives this curious idea of the self as a rule a formidable name, “the transcen- 
dental unity of apperception.” What is important in this concept is that the self for Kant 
is indeed essential to self-consciousness, but it is not “in” self-consciousness. Meta- 
phorically, it is often said that it is “behind” self-consciousness, that is, it is the activity 
of bringing our various experiences together in accordance with the basic rules of our 
experience. Accordingly, Kant refers to this self as the transcendental ego, “transcen- 
dental” because, as we discussed in Chapter 4, it is basic and necessary for all possible 
human experience. The difference between Hume and Kant is sometimes illustrated in 
this way: Hume looks for the self among our experiences and doesn’t find it; Kant 
agrees with Hume but argues that he looked in the wrong place. The self, Kant says, is 
the thread that ties together our various experiences. Accordingly, the self is not in the 
bundle of our experiences; it is rather the “transcendental” thread that holds them all to- 
gether and is as real as any experience. 

Kant returns to Descartes and challenges his main theses, even while agreeing with 
parts of them. First, while Descartes thought that we had to be self-conscious all the 
time, Kant insists that it is only necessary for “the ‘I think’ to be able to accompany all 
experiences.” It is not necessary to be always conscious of our selves but only to be, at 
any point in our experience, capable of becoming self-conscious; we can turn our atten- 

tion when we want to from whatever we are doing and watch ourselves doing what we 
are doing. This is an important point: Our concern with self-consciousness is given im- 
petus just because we are often not self-conscious. In fact, several philosophers (and 
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many mystics) have argued that self-consciousness is bad, a useless thing, and should 
be avoided as much as possible. According to Descartes, this is not possible, for to exist 
at all as a human being is to exist self-consciously. According to Kant, on the other 
hand, to exist as a human being is “to be able” to be self-conscious. 

Second, Kant objects to Descartes’ belief that the thinking self is a thinking thing. He 
objects to this, first of all, because of his insistence (as a result of Hume’s argument) 
that the self (or “transcendental ego”) is not in our experience but rather “behind” it and 
responsible for it. More literally, he says that the self must be thought of as an activity. 
You can see what a radical move this is when you recall the traditional doctrine of the 
soul in Plato, in Christianity, and in much of modern thought. The soul, quite simply, is 
the self conceived of as a thing, an enduring thing that can survive the death of the body. 
By saying that the self is an activity, Kant undermines (as Hume had intended to under- 
mine) the traditional concept of soul.5 


AGAINST THE SOUL 
BY IMMANUEL KANT® 


Pure reason requires us to seek for every predicate of a thing its own subject, and 
for this subject, which is itself necessarily nothing but a predicate, its subject, and 
so on indefinitely (or as far as we can reach). But hence it follows that we must not 
hold anything at which we can arrive to be an ultimate subject. 

Now we appear to have this substance in the consciousness of ourselves (in the 
thinking subject), and indeed in an immediate intuition; for all the predicates of an 
internal sense refer to the ego, as a subject, and I cannot conceive myself as the 
predicate of any other subject. Hence completeness in the reference of the given 
concepts as predicates to a subject—not merely an Idea, but an object—that is, the 
absolute subject itself, seems to be given in experience. But this expectation is dis- 
appointed. For the ego is not a concept, but only the indication of the object of the 
inner sense, so far as we know it by no further predicate. Consequently it cannot in- 
deed be itself a predicate of any other thing; but just as little can it be a definite con- 
cept of an absolute subject, but is, as in all other cases, only the reference of the 
inner phenomena to their unknown subject. Yet this idea (which serves very well as 
a regulative principle totally to destroy all materialistic explanations of the internal 
phenomena of the soul) occasions by a very natural misunderstanding a very spe- 
cious argument, which infers its nature from this supposed knowledge of the sub- 
stance of our thinking being. This is specious so far as the knowledge of it falls 
quite without the complex of experience. 

But though we may call this thinking self (the soul) “substance,” as being the ul- 
timate subject of thinking which cannot be further represented as the predicate of 


Sit is worth mentioning that Kant held onto the Christian concept of soul; to do so, he defended it as a “postu- 
late of practical reason,” in other words, as a strictly moral claim, much as he had defended his belief in God. 
Later philosophers borrowed Kant's arguments to get rid of the concept of the soul altogether. 


6Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, trans. Lewis White Beck. Copyright © 1959 
Reprinted by permission of Bobbs-Merrill, New York. 
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another thing, it remains quite empty and without significance if permanence—the 
quality which renders the concept of substances in experience fruitful—cannot be 
proved of it. 
But permanence can never be proved of the concept 
Life is the sub- of a substance as a thing in itself, but for the purposes 
aes: oh of experience only. 
jective condition If, therefore, from the concept of the soul as a sub- 
of all our possible stance we would infer its permanence, this can hold 
expe rience; con- good as regards possible experience only, not of the 
soul as a thing in itself and beyond all possible experi- 
S equently we can ence. Life is the subjective condition of all our possible 
only infer the experience; consequently we can only infer the 
permanence of permanence of the soul in life, for the death of a man is 
D Dai the end of all experience which concerns the soul as an 
the soul in life, object of experience, except the contrary be proved— 
for the death of a which is the very question in hand. The permanence of 
man is the end of the soul can therefore only be proved (and no one cares 
to do that) during the life of man, but not, as we desire 
to do, after death. The reason for this is that the con- 
cept of substance, so far as it is to be considered nec- 
| essarily with the concept of permanence, can be so combined only according to the 
principles of possible experience, and therefore for the purposes of experience only. 


all experience. 


Third, Kant argued that we need two very different conceptions of self. He saw that 
this conception of self as self-consciousness was not sufficient to do the whole job that 
philosophers had wanted it to do, One part of Descartes’ enterprise was to find out what 
was essential to his existence, what could not be doubted and so could serve as a first 
premise for his Meditations. So too Locke and Hume had tried to find (though Locke 
did and Hume didn’t) that self that defined us through our various changes, which 
identified Jekyll and Hyde and identifies us from year to year, day to day, and mood to 
mood. But the function of the self was also to serve as a way of identifying ourselves in 
distinction from other people and other things. Thus Descartes’ concept of the self as a 
thinking thing was not sufficient to tell us what made one person different from another, 
and he found it necessary to supplement his concept of self with an account of how a 
person was composed of a self and a body in some special way. 


è How does Kant answer Hume's challenge that there is no 
enduring self of which we are aware? 

@ Why is the transcendental self lacking as an explanation for 
self-identity? What does Kant introduce into his theory that 
would account for the differences we observe among per- 
sons? 


Similarly, Locke distinguishes between personal identity and identity as a man (that 
is, as a biological example of the species Homo sapiens) and tells us that both are nec- 
essary for us to understand how one particular person is different from another particu- 
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lar person. We can now clearly see that the question of self-identity divides into two 
questions: (1) What is essential to being a self? and (2) What is essential to being a par- 
ticular self? Kant’s conception of self as that which has experiences, the transcendental 
self, only answers the first question. Nothing in the notion of transcendental self allows 
us to distinguish between different people and tell them apart. Accordingly, he identifies 
another “self” that he calls the empirical ego, which includes all of those particular 
things about us that make us different people. Differences in our bodies, our looks, our 
size, our strength would be such differences. So too would our different personalities, 
our different thoughts and memories. It is the empirical self that identifies us as individ- 
ual persons. The transcendental self makes possible human consciousness.” 

These have been the traditional answers to the philosophical problem of self-identity. 
What is it that makes one “the same person” from moment to moment and year to year? 
The spatiotemporal continuity of the body would seem to be a part of the answer. But 
philosophers since (and before) Descartes have seen quite clearly that this is never 
enough, that it is also self-consciousness that provides the key to self-identity. But even 
this has not solved the problem. To see this, consider these bizarre but illuminating ex- 
amples: 

Jones has an emergency brain operation. His own brain is removed and replaced by 
the brain of Brown (who is recently deceased). “Jones” still looks like Jones, still car- 
ries the same driver’s license and lives in the same house, but all of his memories and 
personality traits are those of Brown. Is he still Jones? Or is he Brown in Jones’s body? 
Suppose you had been (or are) Brown, could you claim to be still alive in Jones’s body? 

Or, suppose Smith undergoes a personality split of the most radical kind imaginable. 
Like the one-celled animal, the amoeba, Smith splits, head to toe, each half of him 
forming an exact duplicate of the original—same memories and personality, same 
habits, knowledge, likes and dislikes, skills, and so on. Which of the two is Smith? Does 
it make any sense to say that both are? Suppose that you are one of the two resultant 
Smiths. Would you—could you—intelligibly say that the other Smith is also you? But, 
given your common origins and exact similarities, could you say that the other Smith 
was merely someone else? 

In the movie All of Me, the soul of a woman who has recently died (played by Lily 
Tomlin) winds up occupying the body of a male lawyer (played by Steve Martin). The 
resulting character, played by Martin, still looks, acts, and thinks like the Steve Martin 
character, but now also possesses the memories and personality traits of Lily Tomlin’s 
original character. Who is this dual character? 

To consider the bizarre complications, here is Massachusetts philosopher Meredith 
Michaels, who has written extensively on the problem of personal identity: 


7 Ludwig Wittgenstein, for example, used a Kantian thesis to deny the existence of the subject altogether. In 
his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, he tells us: “The thinking, presenting subject—there is no such thing. Jn 
an important sense there is no subject. The subject does not belong to the world, but is a limit of the world. 
There is [therefore] really a sense in which in philosophy we can talk nonpsychologically of the I. The I oc- 
curs in philosophy through the fact that the ‘world is my world.’ The philosophical I is not the man, not the hu- 
man body, or the human soul of which psychology treats, but the metaphysical subject, the limit—not a part 
of the world.” 
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ON “PERSONAL IDENTITY” 
BY MEREDITH MICHAELS® 


While they are illuminating, particularly in relation to one another, these traditional 
answers to the philosophical problem of self-identity raise as many questions as 
they answer. To see this, let us travel to a not very distant make-believe world. 

One night, after a serious bout with the library, you and your best friend Wanda 
Bagg (or Walter, if you prefer) decide to indulge yourselves at the College Haven. 
Before you can stop her, Wanda steps out in front of a steamroller that happens to 
be moving down Main Street. Wanda is crushed. Witnessing the horror of the acci- 
dent, you have a stroke. Fortunately, Dr. Hagendaas, the famous neurosurgeon who 
has been visiting the campus, is also on the way to the College Haven. Taking 
charge, he rushes you and Wanda to the Health Center, where he performs a “body 
transplant.” He takes Wanda’s brain, which miraculously escaped the impact of the 
steamroller, and puts it in the place of yours, which was, of course, severely dam- 
aged by the stroke. After several days, the following battle ensues: Wanda’s parents 
claim that they are under no obligation to continue paying tuition, After all, Wanda 
was killed by a steamroller. Your parents claim that they are under no obligation to 
continue paying tuition. After all, you died of a stroke. It is clear, then, that a basic 
question is in need of an answer: who is the person lying in bed in the Health Cen- 
ter? Is it Wanda? Is it you? Is it someone else altogether? For the sake of discus- 
sion, let us call the person lying in the bed Schwanda. What reasons do we have for 
believing that Schwanda is Wanda? Given that one’s self-consciousness, one’s 
thoughts, beliefs and feelings are all mental phenomena, we might naturally con- 
clude that a person goes wherever her brain goes (on the assumption that our men- 
tal characteristics are more likely “located” in the brain than in, say, our smallest 
left toe). Schwanda will remember having set off for the College Haven with you; 
she will remember receiving the college acceptance letter addressed: “Dear Wanda, 
We are happy to inform you that . . .”; she’ll remember being hugged by Wanda’s 
mother on the afternoon of her first day of school. That is, Schwanda will believe 
that she’s Wanda. 

Nevertheless, the fact that Schwanda believes herself to be Wanda does not in it- 
self guarantee that she is. Do we have any basis for insisting that Schwanda is 
Wanda and not someone who is deluded into thinking that she’s Wanda? How can 
we determine whether Schwanda’s Wanda memories are genuine and not merely 
apparent? As we came to realize in our discussion of Locke’s Memory Theory, it is 
not legitimate at this point to appeal to the self-identity of Schwanda and Wanda, 
since that is precisely what we're trying to determine. In other words, in attempting 
to establish that Schwanda’s Wanda memories are genuine memories, we cannot ar- 
gue that they are genuine on the grounds that Schwanda is Wanda. 
| Perhaps it is possible to stop short of circularity. Why couldn’t we say that 
Schwanda’s Wanda memories are genuine because the brain that is remembering is 


*Meredith Michaels, “Personal Identity,” in Solomon, Introducing Philosophy, 3rd ed Reprinted with permis- 
sion 


A. CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE SELF: FROM DESCARTES TO KANT 349 


the same as the brain that had the original experiences. Thus, the experiences are 
preserved in the very organ that underwent them. Though there is an initial plausi- 
bility to this response, it fails to solve our problem. Suppose that Schwanda is 
Wanda—remembering the experience of learning to ride a bicycle. Though the 
brain in question is indeed the same, it is nonetheless clear to all of us that brains 
alone do not learn to ride bicycles. Nor, indeed, do brains alone remember having 
done so. People learn to ride bicycles and people remember having done so. And 
the question we are trying to answer is whether Schwanda (who is remembering) is 
the same person as Wanda (who did the bicycling). The appeal to the fact that the 
same brain is involved in each event does not provide us with a way out of the 
Lockean circle. 

It is at this point that philosophers begin to reconsider the Aristotelian position, 
mentioned earlier, that self-identity is essentially bodily identity. If the Body The- 
ory of Personal Identity is true, then the person lying in bed at the Health Center is 
you, deluded into believing that you are Wanda. That is, Schwanda is self-identical 
to you. 

You might wonder, at this point, whether there are any positive reasons for en- 
dorsing the Body Theory, or whether it is simply a place to which one retreats only 
in defeat? The following case is designed to persuade you that there is at least some 
plausibility to the Body Theory. Suppose that an evil scientist, Dr. Nefarious, has se- 
lected you as his prime subject for a horrible experiment. You are dragged into his 
office. He says, “Tomorrow at 5:00, you will be subjected to the most terrible tor- 
tures. Your nails will be pulled out one by one. Rats will be caged around your head. 
Burning oil will drip slowly on your back. The remainder I leave as a surprise.” 

Are you worried about what will happen to you at 5:00 tomorrow? If you have 
any sense, you are. You think of the excruciating pain and suffering you will un- 
dergo and would surely do just about anything to avoid it. 

But now, Dr. Nefarious says, “Tomorrow at 4:55, I will use my Dememorizer to 
erase your memory of this conversation.” Are you still anxious about what is going 
to happen to you tomorrow at 5:00? Surely you are. After all the fact that you 
won't, between 4:55 and 5:00, be anticipating your torture doesn’t entail that the 
torture itself will be any less painful. When you forget that your Calculus professor 
told the class there would be a test on Friday, you aren’t thereby spared the experi- 
ence of taking the test (in fact, in that case the experience is made worse by your 
not having had the opportunity to anticipate it). 

Now, Dr. Nefarious says, “Tomorrow at 4:57, I will use my Dememorizer to 
erase all of your memories.” Are you still anxious about what will happen 
tomorrow at 5:00? Isn’t it natural to describe the situation as one in which you will 
undergo horrible torture, though you won't know who you are or why this is hap- 
pening to you? You will still experience your fingernails being pulled out, your back 
being burned, your face being eaten up by rats. Surely, those experiences are ones 
you would like to avoid. 

Finally, Dr. Nefarious says to you, “Tomorrow at 4:58, I am going to use my Re- 
memorizer to implant in your brain all of Ronald Reagan’s memories.” Though this 
may not please you for personal or political reasons, the relevant question remains 
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this: are you still worried about what is going to happen tomorrow at 5:00? Isn't it 
again perfectly natural to describe the situation as one in which you will undergo 
horrible torture, all the while believing that you are Ronald Reagan. Do you not 
now remain concerned that you are Ronald Reagan. Do you not now remain con- 
cerned that you will experience excruciating pain and intolerable suffering? Look at 
your fingernails while you consider your answer to this question. 


We lack a concept 
of self-identity 
that allows us to 
predict when 

we would or 
wouldn’t persist 
through time. 


What this story demonstrates is not the conclusive 
superiority of the Body Theory over the Memory (or 
Brain) Theory, but rather the importance of our bodies 
to our self-identity. This is something that tends to get 
lost in the traditional conceptions of personal identity. 
Furthermore, returning to the case of Schwanda, we 
can now see that it is not altogether preposterous to ar- 
gue that Schwanda is indeed you, deluded into believ- 
ing that she is Wanda. In other words, anyone who 
wishes to dismiss the possibility must also dismiss the 
possibility that the person who undergoes the torture is 


indeed you, deluded into believing that you are Ronald Reagan. 

While it is true that we tend to identify ourselves with and by our thoughts, be- 
liefs, inclinations and feelings, our discussion of the Body Theory should remind us 
that there are reasons for believing that our bodies are, at the very least, important 
to who we are. Some philosophers would argue that our bodies are who we are, that 
self-identity is bodily identity. 

In considering these admittedly fanciful problem cases, we have seen that we 
lack a concept of self-identity that allows us to predict when we would or wouldn’t 
persist through time. This might suggest to us that our concept of self-identity is not 
an all-or-nothing one, that, in fact, our concept is one which admits of degrees. If 
so, we are no longer talking about identity per se, which is an all-or-nothing con- 
cept, but rather about some other relation of psychological and physical connected- 
ness. Nevertheless, we can now see first, that the answer to the question “Who 
ought to pay Schwanda’s tuition?” will depend upon which theory of personal iden- 
tity we are inclined to endorse and second, that the answer may not be as clear and 
unequivocal as we would like it to be. 


B. EXISTENTIALISM: SELF-IDENTITY 
AND THE RESPONSIBILITY OF CHOICE 


The idea of a multiple, or nonself introduced a very important alternative to Western, es- 
sentially Judeo-Christian conceptions. In addition to the concern for survival in Heaven 
or Hell, this Western conception is typically concerned with striving and ambition, status 
and planning for the future, “making something of yourself.” Existentialism is one form 
of this conception. The American dream and the Protestant and capitalist ethics in gen- 
eral are another. But from the conception of nonself comes a very different picture—of 
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unqualified acceptance of things as they are rather than struggling to change them, which 
involves a rejection of such notions as “status” and “making something of yourself.” 

Once again we must not confuse this rejection of traditional Western conceptions of 
the self with a rejection of the philosophical question of self-identity. “Who am I?” is as 
important a question for the mystic as it is for the Western philosopher. It is just that the 
mystic’s answer to the question is radically different. Does it make sense to say that the 
one is more “correct” than the other? This too is part of the question of self-identity. 
Must there be a single “correct” answer for everyone? There is nothing necessary about 
this, or even desirable. The problem of self-identity, both in each individual case and as 
a general problem, is the problem of deciding which of the many possible characteris- 
tics (not necessarily one) should be chosen as our own standards for self-identity, and 
that choice is not just one that philosophers make, but one which each person makes at 
some point or points during his or her life. 

A self-identity isn’t simply a label you throw on yourself in the casual discussion of 
a philosophy class. It is a mask and a role that you wear in every social encounter 
(though perhaps slightly different masks and roles for significantly different encoun- 
ters). It is the way you think of yourself and the standards by which you judge yourself 
in every moment of reflection and self-evaluation. It is the self-image you follow in 
every action, when you decide that one thing is “worth doing” more than another or 
when you decide how to act in a given circumstance. Because of it, you feel proud, 
guilty, ashamed, or delighted after you have done something. The problem of self- 
identity is not just a problem for philosophers; it is a problem we all face, either explic- 
itly or implicitly, every self-conscious minute of our lives. 

But, you might say, why make it sound as if there is any single notion or goal of a 
correct self-identity? The way in which a contemporary Chinese farmer thinks of him- 
self and judges himself is very different from that of a contemporary American college 
student. And a very handsome but stupendously dumb bully will surely have a very dif- 
ferent conception of self-identity than an extremely intelligent and talented college 
mathematics major. This may not stop the medieval scholastic, who will immediately 
declare all of that irrelevant and insist that “before God” all of us are the same and our 
identities are to be judged accordingly. And most of us, despite the glib relativism we 
usually defend, would insist on a category that transcends all such individual consider- 
ations; we call it “being a good person.” Ultimately we would judge the dumb bully and 
the budding young artist according to the same criterion, and, in doing so, we would 
think that they should share the criterion “being a good person.” Even where cultural 
differences would seem to demand entirely different conceptions of self-identity, we 
might still insist on applying the same criterion. For example, a South Sea Islander 
might well think of himself or herself in terms that would be wholly unacceptable to us, 
but we can always reduce any variance from our norms to mere “accidental differences,” 
insisting that we are essentially the same. Of course people are different and think dif- 
ferently of themselves; but it does not follow that those differences are essential, nor 
does it follow that relativism is true. Ultimately when you say that all people are “es- 
sentially the same,” then you believe that there are, indeed, universal criteria for self- 
identity and that the differences between people, though we need not deny them, are 
merely superficial. 
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One of the most powerful schools of contemporary thought, however, has been ded- 
icated to the idea that self-identity, in every case, is a matter of individual choice. This 
school, which we have briefly met before, is existentialism. Its most powerful advocate 
is the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. According to Sartre, there are no set stan- 
dards for self-identity, either for individuals or for people in general. There is, he argues, 
no such thing as “human nature,” and what we are—and what it means to be a human 
being—are always matters of decision. There is no correct choice; there are only choices, 
he claims. In a well-known essay from the late 1940s, he argues: 


ON EXISTENTIALISM 
BY JEAN-PAUL SARTRE? 


What existentialists have in common is simply the fact that they believe that 
existence comes before essence—or, if you will, that we must begin from the sub- 
jective. What exactly do we mean by that? 

If one considers an article of manufacture—as, for example, a book or paper- 
knife—one sees that it has been made by an artisan who had a conception of it; and 
he has paid attention, equally, to the conception of a paper-knife and to the pre- 
existent technique of production which is a part of that conception and is, at bot- 
tom, a formula. Thus the paper-knife is at the same time an article producible in a 
certain manner and one which, on the other hand, serves a definite purpose, for one 
cannot suppose that a man would produce a paper-knife without knowing what it 
was for. Let us say, then, of the paper-knife that its essence—that is to say the sum 
of the formulae and the qualities which made its production and its definition possi- 
ble—precedes its existence. The presence of such-and-such a paper-knife or book 
is thus determined before my eyes. Here, then, we are viewing the world from a 
technical standpoint, and we say that production precedes existence. 

When we think of God as the creator, we are thinking of him, most of the time, 
as a supernal artisan. Whatever doctrine we may be considering, whether it be a 
doctrine like that of Descartes, or of Leibniz himself, we always imply that the will 
follows, more or less, from the understanding or at least accompanies it, so that 
when God creates he knows precisely what he is creating. Thus, the conception of 
man in the mind of God is comparable to that of the paper-knife in the mind of the 
artisan: God makes man according to a procedure and a conception, exactly as the 
artisan manufactures a paper-knife, following a definition and a formula. Thus each 
individual man is the realisation of a certain conception which dwells in the divine 
understanding. In the philosophic atheism of the eighteenth century, the notion of 
God is suppressed, but not, for all that, the idea that essence is prior to existence; 
something of that idea we still find everywhere, in Diderot, in Voltaire and even in 
Kant. Man possesses a human nature; that “human nature,” which is the conception 

of human being, is found in every man; which means that each man is a particular 
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example of an universal conception, the conception of Man. In Kant, this universal- 
ity goes so far that the wild man of the woods, man in the state of nature and the 
bourgeois are all contained in the same definition and have the same fundamental 
qualities, Here again, the essence of man precedes that historic existence which we 
confront in experience. 
eee 
What do we mean by saying that existence precedes essence? We mean that man 
first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world—and defines himself 
afterwards. If man as the existentialist sees him is not 
When we say that definable, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He 
r : will not be anything until later, and then he will be 
I nan LS resp onsible what he makes of himself. Thus, there is no human na- 
for himself, we do ture, because there is no God to have a conception of 
not mean that he is it. Man simply is. Not that he is simply what he con- 
ceives himself to be, but he is what he wills, and as he 


reap onsible only conceives himself after already existing—as he wills to 
fi or his own indi- be after that leap towards existence. Man is nothing 
vidua lity, but that else but that which he makes of himself. That is the 
har ibl first principle of existentialism. And this is what people 
€ IS responsiore call its “subjectivity,” using the word as a reproach 
for all men. against us. But what do we mean to say by this, but 


that man is of a greater dignity than a stone or a table? 
For we mean to say that man primarily exists—that man is, before all else, some- 
thing which propels itself towards a future and is aware that it is doing so. Man is, 
indeed, a project which possesses a subjective life, instead of being a kind of moss, 
or a fungus or a cauliflower. Before that projection of the self nothing exists; not 
even in the heaven of intelligence: man will only attain existence when he is what 
he purposes to be. Not, however, what he may wish to be. For what we usually un- 
derstand by wishing or willing is a conscious decision taken—much more often 
than not—after we have made ourselves what we are. I may wish to join a party, to 
write a book or to marry—but in such a case what is usually called my will is prob- 
ably a manifestation of a prior and more spontaneous decision. If, however, it is 
true that existence is prior to essence, man is responsible for what he is. Thus, the 
first effect of existentialism is that it puts every man in possession of himself as he 
is, and places the entire responsibility for his existence squarely upon his own 
shoulders. And, when we say that man is responsible for himself, we do not mean 
that he is responsible only for his own individuality, but that he is responsible for 
all men. 

When we say that man chooses himself, we do mean that every one of us must 
choose himself; but by that we also mean that in choosing for himself he chooses 
for all men. For in effect, of all the actions a man may take in order to create him- 
self as he wills to be, there is not one which is not creative, at the same time, of an 
image of man such as he believes he ought to be. 


è To what extent is self-identity a matter of choice? 
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But this existentialist doctrine of choice doesn’t make the problem of self-identity 
any easier. In fact, it complicates it enormously. Earlier in this section, we began by ask- 
ing whether the facts about a person are sufficient to determine his or her identity. We 
said surely not all of them are necessary; some are more essential than others. But this 
isn’t yet an answer to the question, for it may be that all the essential facts are still not 
sufficient to determine a person’s identity. 

According to the existentialist, this is made even more complex by the fact that a 
person chooses which facts are to be considered as essential. Are the facts alone ever 
sufficient to determine our identity? Sartre’s answer, which he adapted from German 
existentialist Martin Heidegger, is “never!” The facts that are true of a person are al- 
ways, at least so long as a person is alive, only indicative of what a person has been and 
done so far. In judging a person’s identity, we must always consider more than the facts 
that are true of him or her (which Sartre and Heidegger collectively name, somewhat 
technically, a person’s facticity); we must also consider their projections into the future, 
their ambitions, plans, intentions, hopes, and fantasies. (Sartre calls these considera- 
tions a person’s transcendence. Notice that this is the third different way in which 
“transcendence” has been used, so be careful.) This way of viewing the person makes 
the question of self-identity impossibly complex, in fact, irresolvable. For example, 
consider Sartre’s example of what he calls “bad faith” in one of his most important 
works, Being and Nothingness (1943). 

Bad faith, quite simply, is refusing to accept yourself.!0 This can happen in two dif- 
ferent ways. Either you can refuse to accept the facts and actions as relevant to your self- 
identity (for example, denying that your repeated cowardly behavior establishes your 
identity as a coward). Or you can go too far in the opposite direction, believing that your 
actions conclusively and unalterably establish your self-identity (for example, denying 
that you could ever alter your cowardly self-identity through an act of heroism). 


ON BAD FAITH 
By JEAN-PAUL SARTRE!!! 


Let us take an example: A homosexual frequently has an intolerable feeling of guilt, 
and his whole existence is determined in relation to this feeling. One will readily 
foresee that he is in bad faith. In fact it frequently happens that this man, while rec- 
ognizing his homosexual inclination, while avowing each and every particular mis- 
deed which he has committed, refuses with all his strength to consider himself “a 
homosexual.” His case is always “different,” peculiar; there enters into it something 
of a game, of chance, of bad luck; the mistakes are all in the past; they are ex- 
plained by a certain conception of the beautiful which women cannot satisfy; we 
should see in them the results of a restless search, rather than the manifestations of 


\0This is, however, the main concept of Being and Nothingness and takes well over seven hundred pages to 
analyze correctly 


\!Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Bames, New York: Philosophical Library of New 
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| a deeply rooted tendency, etc., etc. Here is assuredly a man in bad faith who borders 
on the comic since, acknowledging all the facts which are imputed to him, he re- 
fuses to draw from them the conclusion which they impose. His friend, who is his 
most severe critic, becomes irritated with this duplicity. The critic asks only one 
thing—and perhaps then he will show himself indulgent: that the guilty one recog- 
nize himself as guilty, that the homosexual declare frankly—whether humbly or 
boastfully matters little—“I am a homosexual.” We ask here: Who is in bad faith? 
The homosexual or the champion of sincerity? 

The homosexual recognizes his faults, but he struggles with all his strength 
against the crushing view that his mistakes constitute for him a destiny. He does not 
wish to let himself be considered as a thing. He has an obscure but strong feeling 
that a homosexual is not a homosexual as this table is a table or as this red-haired 
man is red-haired. It seems to him that he has escaped from each mistake as soon as 
he has posited it and recognized it; he even feels that the psychic duration by itself 
cleanses him from each misdeed, constitutes for him an undetermined future, 
causes him to be born anew. Is he wrong? Does he not recognize in himself the pe- 
culiar, irreducible character of human reality? His attitude includes then an undeni- 
able comprehension of truth. But at the same time he needs this perpetual rebirth, 
this constant escape in order to live; he must constantly put himself beyond reach 
in order to avoid the terrible judgment of collectivity. Thus he plays on the word 
being. He would be right actually if he understood the phrase, “I am not a homosex- 
ual” in the sense of “I am not what I am.” That is, if he declared to himself, “To the 
extent that a pattern of conduct is defined as the conduct of a paederast and to the 
extent that I have adopted this conduct, I am a homosexual. But to the extent that 
human reality cannot be finally defined by patterns of conduct, I am not one.” But 
instead he slides surreptitiously toward a different connotation of the word “being.” 
He understands “not being” in the sense of “not-being-in-itself.” He lays claim to 
“not being a homosexual” in the sense in which this table is not an inkwell. He is in 
bad faith. 


+ What is the difference between “facticity” and “transcen- 
dence”? How does Sartre employ these concepts to claim 


that there is no self-identity? 
What is “bad faith”? Describe a time when you acted in bad 


faith. 


Sartre then lays bare the heart of his theory. Bad faith points to the most important 
single fact about personal self-identity—there isn’t any. In somewhat paradoxical ter- 
minology, Sartre tells us, “one is what one is not, and one is not what one is.” In other 
words, whatever the facts about you, you are always something more than those facts. 
The homosexual in Sartre’s example is a homosexual to the extent that all his past ac- 
tions and desires are those of a homosexual. He falls into bad faith by refusing to see 
that his past actions point to his having a self-identity as a homosexual. Yet at the same 
time, there is a genuine sense in which he is not a homosexual: In the future, he may 
radically alter his lifestyle. It would, then, also be bad faith were he to totally accept his 
self-identity as a homosexual, denying that he could be anything else. As long as a per- 
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son is alive, he or she is identified by intentions, plans, dreams, and hopes as much as by 
what is already true by virtue of the facts. Given this complexity, the problem of decid- 
ing “who I am” takes on dramatic and extravagant complications. Consider the follow- 
ing scene from Sartre’s famous play, No Exit, in which one of the characters (now dead 
and “living” in hell) tries to justify his image of himself as a hero, despite the facts of 
his life, which would indicate that he was a coward. 


FROM NO EXIT 
BY JEAN-PAUL SARTRE!2 


GARCIN: They shot me. 

ESTELLE: I know. Because you refused to fight. Well, why shouldn’t you? 

GARCIN: I—I didn’t exactly refuse. [Zn a far-away voice] I must say he talks well, 
he makes out a good case against me, but he never says what I should have done 
instead. Should I have gone to the general and said: “General I decline to fight”? 
A mug’s game; they’d have promptly locked me up. But I wanted to show my 
colors, my true colors, do you understand? I wasn’t going to be silenced. [To ES- 
TELLE] So I—I took the train. . . . They caught me at the frontier. 

ESTELLE: Where were you trying to go? 

GARCIN: To Mexico. I meant to launch a pacifist newspaper down there. [A short si- 
lence.| Well, why don’t you speak? 

ESTELLE: What could I say? You acted quite rightly, as you didn’t want to fight. 
[GARCIN makes a fretful gesture.| But, darling, how on earth can I guess what 
you want me to answer? 

INEZ: Can't you guess? Well, / can. He wants you to tell him that he bolted like a 
lion. For “bolt” he did, and that’s what's biting him. 

GARCIN: “Bolted,” “went away’”—we won't quarrel over words. 

ESTELLE: But you had to run away. If you'd stayed they'd have sent you to jail, 
wouldn’t they? 

GARCIN: Of course. [A pause.] Well, Estelle, am I a coward? 

ESTELLE: How can I say? Don’t be so unreasonable, darling. I can’t put myself in 
your skin. You must decide that for yourself. 

GARCIN: [wearily]: I can’t decide. 

ESTELLE: Anyhow, you must remember. You must have had reasons for acting as 
you did. 

GARCIN: I had. 

ESTELLE: Well? 

GARCIN: But were they the real reasons? 

ESTELLE: You've a twisted mind, that’s your trouble. Plaguing yourself over such 

I trifles! 


From No Exit and The Flies by Jean-Paul Sartre, trans. Stuart Gilbert. Copyright © 1946 by Stuart Gilbert 
Reprinted by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a Division of Random House, Inc. 
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GARCIN: Id thought it all out, and I wanted to make a stand. But was that my real 
motive? 

INEZ: Exactly. That’s the question. Was that your real motive? No doubt you 
argued it out with yourself, you weighed the pros and cons, you found good rea- 
sons for what you did. But fear and hatred and all the dirty little instincts one 
keeps dark—they’re motives too. So carry on, Mr. Garcin, and try to be honest 
with yourself—for once. 

GARCIN: Do I need you to tell me that? Day and night I paced my cell, from the 
window to the door, from the door to the window. I pried into my heart, I 
sleuthed myself like a detective. By the end of it I felt as if I'd given my whole 
life to introspection. But always I harked back to the one thing certain—that I 
had acted as I did, I’d taken that train to the frontier. But why? Why? Finally I 
thought: My death will settle it. If I face death courageously, I'll prove I am no 
coward. 

INEZ: And how did you face death? 

GARCIN: Miserably. Rottenly. [INEZ laughs.] Oh, it was only a physical lapse—that 
might happen to anyone; I’m not ashamed of it. Only everything’s been left in 
suspense, forever. [To ESTELLE] Come here, Estelle. Look at me. I want to feel 
someone looking at me while they’re talking about me on earth. . . . I like green 
eyes. 

INEZ: Green eyes! Just hark to him! And you, Estelle, do you like cowards? 

ESTELLE: If you knew how little I care! Coward or hero, it’s all one—provided he 
kisses well. 

GARCIN: There they are, slumped in their chairs, sucking at their cigars. Bored they 
look. Half-asleep. They’re thinking: “Garcin’s a coward.” But only vaguely, 
dreamily. One’s got to think of something. “That chap Garcin was a coward.” 
That’s what they’ve decided, those dear friends of mine. In six months’ time 
they’ ll be saying: “Cowardly as that skunk Garcin.” You're lucky, you two; no 
one on earth is giving you another thought. But I—I'm long in dying. 

GARCIN: [putting his hands on (1NEZ’s) shoulders): Listen! Each man has an aim in 
life, a leading motive; that’s so, isn’t it? Well, I didn’t give a damn for wealth, or 
for love. I aimed at being a real man. A tough, as they say. I staked everything on 
the same horse. . . . Can one possibly be a coward when one’s deliberately 
courted danger at every turn? And can one judge a life by a single action? 

INEZ: Why not? For thirty years you dreamt you were a hero, and condoned a 

thousand petty lapses—because a hero, of course, 

It’s what one does, can do no wrong. An easy method obviously. Then a 

and nothing else, day came when you were up against it, the red light 

of real danger—and you took the train to Mexico. 

that shows the stuff | carcin: 1 “dreamt.” you say. It was no dream. When I 

one’s made of. chose that hardest path, I made my choice deliber- 

ately. A man is what he wills himself to be. 

INEZ: Prove it. Prove it was no dream. It’s what one does, and nothing else, that 
shows the stuff one’s made of. 

GARCIN: I died too soon. I wasn’t allowed time to—to do my deeds. 
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INEZ: One always dies too soon—or too late. And yet one’s whole life is complete 
at that moment, with a line drawn neatly under it, ready for the summing up. You 
are—your life, and nothing else. 


C. THE INDIVIDUAL AND 
THE COMMUNITY 


So far, both our defenses and criticisms of the Cartesian model have focused on the in- 
dividual. We have considered the individual and individual consciousness, asking 
whether or not it conforms to the Cartesian picture of the self. There is a wholly differ- 
ent alternative, however, which we haven’t discussed yet (although Sartre’s No Exit 
does touch upon it). 

Even within discussions of the individual self, it becomes evident that the individual 
self is largely, if not entirely, a social product and a self defined by society. We have all 
had the experience of finding ourselves in company in which we “could not be ourselves” 
or, even worse, in which we acted according to an identity that was wholly imposed upon 
us by other people. When going to school, for example, we played the role of “student,” 
ingratiating and oppressed, long before we started to recognize that it is a role, and not a 
very pleasant one at that. Now we see it as a role that has been formulated solely for the 
advantage of other people—teachers, administrators, parents—so that we could be 
forced to “behave.” Have you started to wonder how many other aspects of your identity 
have been similarly imposed upon you, not chosen at all, much less created by you? How 
much of your behavior has been “programmed” or “conditioned” by parents, society, tele- 
vision, movies, friends, and schoolmates? The suspicion deepens, and soon you start to 
see a split developing in your thinking about yourself: First, there is your conception of 
your own identity; second, there is the identity that has been imposed upon you. The two 
drift apart like boat and dock, and you find yourself falling between. 

No wonder, then, that one of the leading psychiatrists of our times, R. D. Laing, has 
looked at this problem not only as the basis of much of our everyday unhappiness but as 
the cause of some of our most serious psychological breakdowns as well. Laing de- 
scribes what he calls “ontological insecurity” as just this split between your awareness 
of yourself by yourself and the awareness that is imposed upon yourself as an object of 
other people’s attention. Guilt is an example of this split; in excess (as Freud often ar- 
gued) such emotions tend to be pathological. One definition of guilt is that it is a kind of 
self-consciousness that is caught between the need for approval and recognition by oth- 

ers and the feeling that you must be “yourself.” Thus we tend to get the idea of a “true 
self” that lies concealed behind the masks that we present in public, even to our closest 
friends. We get the sense that our real selves are known only to ourselves, but at the 
same time we do not really exist except with other people. 

But this is an extremely negative view of a tension that is in fact central to our whole 
Western notion of self, the tension between individuality and social self-identity. In 
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most societies, Plato and Aristotle’s Greece, for example, a person would always see his 
or her own identity in terms of the society of which one was a member. The idea of a 
self that was antagonistic to society would have been completely foreign to them (Con- 
sider, for instance, Socrates’ speech in The Crito, in our Introduction, in which he says, 
in effect, that he cannot serve his own interests against the state without betraying 
himself.) Yet our own idea of self-identity has become so individualistic that the very 
idea that self-identity is really social-identity flies in the face of that whole Cartesian 
tradition—and much of Western thinking—that begins with the autonomy of the self 
and self-consciousness. Nietzsche, for example, goes so far as to suggest that self- 
consciousness is simply superfluous. 


ON THE DISPENSABILITY OF CONSCIOUSNESS 
BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE! 


On the “genius of the species.” —The problem of consciousness (more precisely, of 
becoming conscious of something) confronts us only when we begin to compre- 
hend how we could dispense with it; and now physiology and the history of animals 
place us at the beginning of such comprehension (it took them two centuries to 
catch up with Leibniz’s suspicion which soared ahead). For we could think, feel, 
will, and remember, and we could also “act” in every sense of that word, and yet 
none of all this would have to “enter our consciousness” (as one says metaphori- 
cally). The whole of life would be possible without, as it were, seeing itself in a 
mirror. Even now, for that matter, by far the greatest portion of our life actually 
takes place without this mirror effect; and this is true even of our thinking, feeling, 
and willing life, however offensive this may sound to older philosophers. For what 
purpose, then, any consciousness at all when it is in the main superfluous? 
eee 

I may now proceed to the surmise that consciousness has developed only under 
the pressure of the need for communication; that from the start it was needed and 
useful only between human beings (particularly between those who commanded 
and those who obeyed); and that it also developed only in proportion to the degree 
of this utility. Consciousness is really only a net of communication between human 
beings; it is only as such that it had to develop; a solitary human being who lived 
like a beast of prey would not have needed it. That our actions, thoughts, feelings, 
and movements enter our own consciousness—at least a part of them—that is the 
result of a “must” that for a terribly long time lorded it over man. As the most en- 
dangered animal, he needed help and protection, he needed his peers, he had to 
learn to express his distress and to make himself understood; and for all of this he 
needed “consciousness” first of all, he needed to “know” himself what distressed 
him, he needed to “know” how he felt, he needed to “know” what he thought. For, 


13Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. Walter Kaufmann, New York: Random House, 1974. 
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Man, like every 
living being, 
thinks continually 
without knowing 
it; the thinking 
that rises to con- 
sciousness is only 
the smallest part 
of all this —the 
most superficial 


to say it once more: Man, like every living being, 
thinks continually without knowing it; the thinking that 
rises to consciousness is only the smallest part of all 
this—the most superficial and worst part—for only this 
conscious thinking takes the form of words, which is to 
say signs of communication, and this fact uncovers the 
origin of consciousness. 

In brief, the development of language and the devel- 
opment of consciousness (not of reason but merely of 
the way reason enters consciousness) go hand in hand. 
Add to this that not only language serves as a bridge 
between human beings but also a mien, a pressure, a 
gesture. The emergence of our sense impressions into 


our own consciousness, the ability of fix them and, as it 
were, exhibit them externally, increased proportion- 
ately with the need to communicate them to others by 
means of signs. The human being inventing signs is at the same time the human be- 
ing who becomes ever more keenly conscious of himself. It was only as a social an- 
imal that man acquired self-consciousness—which he is still in the process of 
doing, more and more. 

My idea is, as you see, that consciousness does not really belong to man’s indi- 
vidual existence but rather to his social or herd nature; that, as follows from this, it 
has developed subtlety only insofar as this is required by social or herd utility. Con- 
sequently, given the best will in the world to understand ourselves as individually as 
possible, “to know ourselves,” each of us will always succeed in becoming con- 
scious only of what is not individual but “average.” Our thoughts themselves are 
continually governed by the character of consciousness—by the “genius of the 
species” that commands it—and translated back into the perspective of the herd. 
Fundamentally, all our actions are altogether incomparably personal, unique, and 
infinitely individual; there is no doubt of that. But as soon as we translate them into 
consciousness they no longer seem to be. 


and worst part. 


Our response to this split between what some philosophers call the “self for itself” 
and the “self for others” has been varied. For some, particularly those who have been 
called existentialists, such as Sartre, whom we read about earlier, the response has been 
wholesale rebellion, the demand that we break away from “the masses” and our given 
social identities and create our selves. Nietzsche, for example, attacks what he calls “the 
herd” in the above passage and urges us to develop ourselves as unique individuals. In- 
deed, this is the main point of Nietzsche’s entire philosophy and underlies his attack on 
religion and morality. 

A similar attempt at individual rebellion was launched even earlier by Kierkegaard, 
the Christian philosopher who has often been claimed as the father of existentialism. 
Like Nietzsche, he deplores what he sarcastically called “the public” and urges an end 
to collective identity and social roles in favor of renewed respect for the individual. 
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ON “THE PUBLIC” 
BY SOREN KIERKEGAARD" 


Despite all his work, the subjective thinker obtains only a modest return. The more 
the collective idea comes to dominate even the ordinary perspective, the more for- 
bidding seems the transition to becoming an individual existing human being in- 
stead of losing oneself in the race and saying “we,” “our age,” “the nineteenth 
century.” That it is a very little thing [to be an existing human being] is not to be de- 
nied; thus it takes a great deal of resignation not to disparage it. For what is an indi- 
vidual existing human being? Our age knows all too well how little it is, but just 
here is the particular immorality of our age. Every age has its own particular im- 
morality: the immorality of our age is perhaps not lust, pleasure and sensuality, but 
rather a degenerate and pantheistic contempt for the individual. In the midst of all 
our elation over our age and the nineteenth century there sounds a note of hidden 
contempt for the individual; in the midst of the self-importance of the generation 
there is a despair over being human. Everything must be joined to everything else; 
people strive to deceive themselves in the totality of things, in world history; no one 
wants to be an individual human being. 


In fact, so adamant is Kierkegaard on this issue that he argues that a person who “fol- 
lows the crowd” and does not choose his or her own identity and live passionately as an 
individual cannot even be said to really exist. 


ON SELF AND PASSION 
BY SØREN KIERKEGAARD5 


It is impossible to exist without passion, unless existing means just any sort of so- 
called existence. For this reason every Greek thinker was essentially a passionate 
thinker, I have often wondered how one might bring a man to passion. So I have 
thought I might seat him on a horse and frighten the horse into a wild gallop, or still 
better, in order to bring out the passion properly, I might take a man who wants to 
go somewhere as quickly as possible (and so was already in a sort of passion) and 
seat him on a horse that can barely walk. But this is just how existence is, if one be- 
comes conscious of it. Or if someone hitched a carriage with Pegasus and an old 
nag, and told the driver, who was not usually inclined to passion, “Now, drive”: I 
think that would succeed. And this is just how existence is, if one becomes con- 
scious of it. Eternity is the winged horse, infinitely quick, and time is the old nag, 
and the existing individual is the driver; that is to say, he is the driver when his exis- 
tence is not merely a so-called existence, for then he is no driver, but a drunker 
peasant who sleeps in the wagon and lets the horses fend for themselves. True, he 
also drives, he is a driver, and so there are perhaps many who—also exist. 


14Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, trans. Clancy Martin. 
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And, borrowing from both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, the German existentialist Martin 
Heidegger has argued against collective social identity in terms of what he (also ironi- 
cally) calls das Man, an extremely useful German expression that roughly translates as 
“they” in “they say that garlic cures colds.” Who are “they”? No one at all, Heidegger 
says, just an anonymous no one. In dense philosophical prose,!® he presents the follow- 
ing argument: 


ON “DASEIN” AND THE “THEY” 
BY MARTIN HEIDEGGER" 


Dasein, as everyday Being-with-one-another, stands in subjection to Others. It itself 
is not; its Being has been taken away by the Others. Dasein’s everyday possibilities 
of Being are for the Others to dispose of as they please. These Others, moreover, 
are not definite Others. On the contrary, any Other can represent them. What is de- 
cisive is just that inconspicuous domination by Others which has already been 
taken over unawares from Dasein as Being-with. One 
Eve ryone is the belongs ei the Others oneself and enhances their 
power. “The Others” whom one thus designates in or- 
other, and no der to cover up the fact of one’s belonging to them es- 
one 1S himself. sentially oneself, are those who proximally and for the 
most part “are there” in everyday Being-with-one-an- 
other. The “who” is not this one, not that one, not oneself, not some people, and not 
the sum of them all. The “who” is the neuter, the “they” [das Man]. 
eee 
Everyone is the other, and no one is himself. The “they,” which supplies the an- 
swer to the question of the “who” of everyday Dasein, is the “nobody” to whom 
every Dasein has already surrendered itself in Being-among-one-other. 


Against this “surrender,” Heidegger urges us to “take hold of ourselves” as individuals 
and find our “authentic” selves. 


The Self of everyday Dasein is the they-self, which we distinguish from the au- 
thentic Self—that is, from the Self which has been taken hold of in its own way. 


This individualist movement is not unique to existentialism; it is in the mainstream 
of Western thinking, from ancient Socrates through Reformation Christianity to con- 
temporary capitalism. Socrates’ rebellion was, in a very important way, an existential 
rebellion. He stood up for his principles against the opinions of the age. Luther's Refor- 
mation was, among other things, very much a reassertion of the individual (individual 
conscience, individual actions) against the all-embracing spirit of the Catholic Church. 
Today, virtually every American would agree that every individual deserves at least 


16For “Dasein.” read “individual human being”; for “Being-with,” read “being around other people.” 
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some individual rights and respect. But individualism has always had its doubters. Indi- 
vidualism arises largely as a reaction against the awareness of how socially conditioned 
we really are. As an instrument of personal growth and as a defense against excessive 
socialization, individualism is extremely valuable. But when individualism becomes so 
powerful that personal interests eclipse the interests of everyone else and individual val- 
ues begin to destroy the community, then it may be time to bring the limits of individu- 
alism into question as well. Furthermore, an excessive emphasis on individuality may 
lead us to forget that there are other human ways of living that are not individualistic at 
all. There are limits to the degree to which we can challenge the values and customs of 
our upbringing. Some rebellion is required for growth and change of the society as well 
as of the individual. But too much rebellion can be self-destructive as well as destruc- 
tive to the community. For our self-identities, no matter how hard we try to think of our- 
selves as total individuals, are inextricably tied to the communities and values in which 
we were raised. 


+ In what ways is your self-identity socially constituted? Do 
you think that who you are is entirely determined by your so- 
cial relations? What is left after you subtract the entirety of 
those relations that seem to define you? 


The American sociologist David Reisman looks again at individualism in the light of 
these considerations and defends it as follows: 


ON INDIVIDUALISM 
BY DAVID REISMAN'® 


Social science has helped us become more aware of the extent to which individuals, 
great and little, are the creatures of their cultural conditioning; and so we neither 
blame the little nor exalt the great. But the same wisdom has sometimes led us to 
the fallacy that, since all men have their being in culture and as the result of the cul- 
ture, they owe a debt to that culture which even a lifetime of altruism could not re- 
pay. (One might as well argue, and in fact many societies in effect do, that since we 
are born of parents, we must feel guilt whenever we transcend their limitations!) 
Sometimes the point is pushed to the virtual denial of individuality: since we arise 
in society, it is assumed with a ferocious determinism that we can never transcend 
it. All such concepts are useful correctives of an earlier solipsism. But if they are 
extended to hold that conformity with society is not only a necessity but also a duty, 
they destroy that margin of freedom which gives life its savor and its endless possi- 
bility for advance. 


1. Voices of Protest 


In contemporary times, the question of how individuals are defined by or in society is a 
deeply political issue. It is tied to questions of how we categorize our society ethnically, 


I8David Reisman, Individualism Reconsidered, New York: Doubleday, 1954. 


364 CHAPTER 5 @ SELF 


sexually, and racially. In our pluralist American society, we tend to believe that individ- 
ual freedoms play more of a role in defining us within society than do, say, our family 
lineage or professional organizations. We are particularly sensitive, then, to racial or 
sexual stereotyping and to strict enforcement of social roles, because we feel that our 
identities are thereby taken out of our own control and our individuality is overlooked. 
This concern is similar to the concern that dualists have about materialism. We worry 
that if we “are” just our bodies—or similarly if we “are” just what our society makes 
us—then we are not the free, rational creatures we would like to be. 

In the passage that follows, the Black Nationalist leader Malcolm X argues the ex- 
tent to which African-Americans’ self-identities are defined for them by American soci- 
ety in which whites are a majority. 


ON BEING “AFRICAN” 
BY MALCOLM X" 


Right now, in this country, if you and I, 22 million African-Americans—that’s what 
we are— Africans who are in America. You're nothing but Africans. Nothing but 
Africans. In fact, you’d get farther calling yourself African instead of Negro. 
Africans don’t catch hell. You’re the only one catching hell. They don’t have to pass 
civil-rights bills for Africans. An African can go anywhere he wants right now. All 
you’ve got to do is tie your head up. That’s right, go anywhere you want. Just stop 
being a Negro. Change your name to Hoogagagooba. That'll show you how silly 
the white man is. You're dealing with a silly man. A friend of mine who’s very dark 
put a turban on his head and went into a restaurant in Atlanta before they called 
themselves desegregated. He went into a white restaurant, he sat down, they served 
him, and he said, “What would happen if a Negro came in here?” And there he’s 
sitting, black as night, but because he had his head wrapped up the waitress looked 
back at him and says, “Why, there wouldn't no nigger dare come in here.” 


Malcolm X explains the moral of the story in another famous speech: 


FROM “AT THE AUDUBON” 
BY MALCOLM Xx% 


One of the best ways to safeguard yourself from being deceived is always to form 
the habit of looking at things for yourself, listening to things for yourself, thinking 
for yourself, before you try and come to any judgment. Never base your impression 
of someone on what someone else has said. Or upon what someone else has writ- 


19Malcolm X. “The Ballot or the Bullet” from Malcolm X Speaks, Copyright © 1965, 1989 by Betty Shabazz 
and Pathfinder Press. Reprinted by permission. 


WMalcolm X, “At the Audubon” from Malcolm X Speaks. Copyright © 1965, 1989 by Betty Shabazz and 
Pathfinder Press. Reprinted by permission 
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ten. Or upon what you read about someone that somebody else wrote. Never base 
your judgment on things like that. Especially in this kind of country and in this kind 
of society which has mastered the art of very deceitfully painting people whom they 
don’t like in an image that they know you won’t like. So you end up hating your 
friends and loving their enemies. 


+ Have you ever felt a conflict between your conception of 
yourself and the ways in which others view you? Describe 
such a situation and how it made you feel. 

+ Do you think that it is possible for us to “rebel” against our 
socialized selves and create ourselves as unique, independ- 
ent, “authentic” individuals? What problems or limitations 
do you foresee in such an enterprise? 


Obviously, social roles have been binding to the “free individuality” of other groups, 
too, like women. Many contemporary feminists have analyzed how sex roles, perhaps 
more than anything else, falsely define us and undermine our individuality. In a now- 
famous article, Sherri Ortner considers the way society identifies women. 


rrom “IS FEMALE TO MALE AS NATURE IS TO CULTURE?” 
BY SHERRI ORTNER ?! 


Much of the creativity of anthropology derives from the tension between two sets 
of demands: that we explain human universals, and that we explain cultural particu- 
lars. By this canon, woman provides us with one of the more challenging problems 
to be dealt with. The secondary status of woman in society is one of the true univer- 
sals, a pan-cultural fact. Yet within that universal fact, the specific cultural concep- 
tions and symbolizations of woman are extraordinarily diverse and even mutually 
contradictory. Further, the actual treatment of women and their relative power and 
contribution vary enormously from culture to culture, and over different periods in 
the history of particular cultural traditions. Both of these points—the universal fact 
and the cultural variation—constitute problems to be explained. 

My interest in the problem is of course more than academic: I wish to see gen- 
uine change come about, the emergence of a social and cultural order in which as 
much of the range of human potential is open to women as is open to men. The uni- 
versality of female subordination, the fact that it exists within every type of social 
and economic arrangement and in societies of every degree of complexity, indi- 
cates to me that we are up against something very profound, very stubborn, some- 
thing we cannot rout out simply by rearranging a few tasks and roles in the social 
system, or even by reordering the whole economic structure. In this paper I try to 
expose the underlying logic of cultural thinking that assumes the inferiority of 


21From Woman, Culture, and Society, ed. Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere with the permis- 
sion of the publishers, Stanford University Press. Copyright © 1974 by the Board of Trustees of the Leland 
Stanford Junior University. 
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women; I try to show the highly persuasive nature of the logic, for if it were not so 
persuasive, people would not keep subscribing to it. But I also try to show the so- 
cial and cultural sources of that logic, to indicate wherein lies the potential for 
change. 


THE UNIVERSALITY OF FEMALE SUBORDINATION 


What do I mean when I say that everywhere, in every known culture, women are 
considered in some degree inferior to men? First of all, I must stress that I am talk- 
ing about cultural evaluations; I am saying that each culture, in its own way and on 
its own terms, makes this evaluation. But what would constitute evidence that a par- 
ticular culture considers women inferior? 

Three types of data would suffice: (1) elements of cultural ideology and 
informants’ statements that explicitly devalue women, according them, their roles, 
their tasks, their products, and their social milieux less prestige than are accorded 
men and the male correlates; (2) symbolic devices, such as the attribution of defile- 
ment, which may be interpreted as implicitly making a statement of interior valua- 
tion; and (3) social-structural arrangements that exclude women from participation 
in or contact with some realm in which the highest powers of the society are felt to 
reside. These three types of data may all of course be interrelated in any particular 
system, though they need not necessarily be. Further, any one of them will usually 
be sufficient to make the point of female inferiority in a given culture. Certainly, fe- 
male exclusion from the most sacred rite or the highest political council is sufficient 
evidence. Certainly, explicit cultural ideology devaluing women (and their tasks, 
roles, products, etc.) is sufficient evidence. Symbolic indicators such as defilement 
are usually sufficient, although in a few cases in which, say, men and women are 
equally polluting to one another, a further indicator is required—and is, as far as 
my investigations have ascertained, always available. 

On any or all of these counts, then, I would flatly assert that we find women sub- 
ordinated to men in every known society. 

oe 


NATURE AND CULTURE 


How are we to explain the universal devaluation of women? We could of course rest 
the case on biological determinism. There is something genetically inherent in the 
male of the species, so the biological determinists would argue, that makes them (h 
naturally dominant sex; that “something” is lacking in females, and as a result 
women are not only naturally subordinate but in general quite satisfied with their 
position, since it affords them protection and the opportunity to maximize materna! 
pleasures, which to them are the most satisfying experiences of life. Without going 
into a detailed refutation of this position, I think it fair to say that it has failed to be 
established to the satisfaction of almost anyone in academic anthropology. This is 
to say, not that biological facts are irrelevant, or that men and women are not differ- 
ent, but that these facts and differences only take on significance of superior/infe- 
rior within the framework of culturally defined value systems. 
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If we are unwilling to rest the case on genetic determinism, it seems to me that 
we have only one way to proceed. We must attempt to interpret female subordina- 
tion in light of other universals, factors built into the structure of the most general- 
ized situation in which all human beings, in whatever culture, find themselves. For 
example, every human being has a physical body and a sense of nonphysical mind, 
is part of a society of other individuals and an inheritor of a cultural tradition, and 
must engage in some relationship, however mediated, with “nature,” or the nonhu- 
man realm, in order to survive. Every human being is born (to a mother) and ulti- 
mately dies, all are assumed to have an interest in personal survival, and 
society/culture has its own interest in (or at least momentum toward) continuity and 
survival, which transcends the lives and deaths of particular individuals. And so 
forth. It is in the realm of such universals of the human condition that we must seek 
an explanation for the universal fact of female devaluation. 

I translate the problem, in other words, into the following simple question. What 
could there be in the generalized structure and conditions of existence, common to 
every culture, that would lead every culture to place a lower value upon women? 
Specifically, my thesis is that woman is being identified with—or, if you will, 
seems to be a symbol of—something that every culture devalues, something that 
every culture defines as being of a lower order of existence than itself. Now it 
seems that there is only one thing that would fit that description, and that is “na- 
ture” in the most generalized sense. Every culture, or, generically, “culture,” is en- 
gaged in the process of generating and sustaining systems of meaningful forms 
(symbols, artifacts, etc.) by means of which humanity transcends the givens of nat- 
ural existence, bends them to its purposes, controls them in its interest. We may 
thus broadly equate culture with the notion of human consciousness, or with the 
products of human consciousness (i.e., systems of thought and technology), by 
means of which humanity attempts to assert control over nature. 

eee 
Returning now to the issue of women, their pan- 


Even if women are cultural second-class status could be accounted for, 


not equated with 
nature, they are 
nonetheless seen 
as representing a 
lower order of 
being, as being 
less transcendental 
of nature than 

men are. 


quite simply, by postulating that women are being 
identified or symbolically associated with nature, as 
opposed to men, who are identified with culture. Since 
it is always culture’s project to subsume and transcend 
nature, if women were considered part of nature, then 
culture would find it “natural” to subordinate, not to 
say oppress, them. Yet although this argument can be 
shown to have considerable force, it seems to oversim- 
plify the case. The formulation I would like to defend 
and elaborate on in the following section, then, is that 
women are seen “merely” as being closer to nature 
than men. That is, culture (still equated relatively un- 
ambiguously with men) recognizes that women are 


| active participants in its special processes, but at the same time sees them as being 
more rooted in, or having more direct affinity with, nature. 
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The revision may seem minor or even trivial, but I think it is a more accurate 
rendering of cultural assumptions. Further, the argument cast in these terms has 
several analytic advantages over the simpler formulation; I shall discuss these later. 
It might simply be stressed here that the revised argument would still account for 
the pan-cultural devaluation of women, for even if women are not equated with na- 
ture, they are nonetheless seen as representing a lower order of being, as being less 
transcendental of nature than men are. 

ooe 

In short, the postulate that woman is viewed as closer to nature than man has 
several implications for further analysis, and can be interpreted in several different 
ways. If it is viewed simply as a middle position on a scale from culture down to 
nature, then it is still seen as lower than culture and thus accounts for the pan- 
cultural assumption that woman is lower than man in the order of things. If it is 
read as a mediating element in the culture-nature relationship, then it may account 
in part for the cultural tendency not merely to devalue woman but to circumscribe 
and restrict her functions, since culture must maintain control over its (pragmatic 
and symbolic) mechanisms for the conversion of nature into culture. And if it is 
read as an ambiguous status between culture and nature, it may help account for the 
fact that, in specific cultural ideologies and symbolizations, woman can occasion- 
ally be aligned with culture, and in any event is often assigned polarized and con- 
tradictory meanings within a single symbolic system. Middle status, mediating 
functions, ambiguous meaning—all are different readings, for different contextual 
purposes, of woman’s being seen as intermediate between nature and culture. 


+ How does your own culture define women as inferior to 
men? How do you explain this? Do you find Ortner's argu- 
ment convincing? In what ways would you argue that 
women are superior to men? Or do you think that very idea 
of a “superior” sex/gender is somehow absurd? 


How would a society without clear social and sexual roles function? Is it even possi- 
ble that we could interact with each other as entirely free individuals? Some feminists, 
like Ann Ferguson, believe so. She believes, however, that in order to achieve such an 
ideal, we must all embrace an “androgynous” sexuality. 


ON ANDROGYNY 
sy ANN FERGUSON” 


| There is good evidence that human babies are bisexual, and only learn a specific 
male or female identity by imitating and identifying with adult models. This evi- 
dence comes from the discovery that all human beings possess both male and 
female hormones (androgen and estrogen respectively), and also from concepts first 


2Ann Ferguson, “Androgyny as a Progressive Ideal for Human Development,” in Feminism and Philosophy. 
ed. Mary Vetterling-Braggin, Frederick A. Elliston, and Jane English, Lanham, MD: Littlefield, Adams, 1977 
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developed at length by Freud. Freud argued that heterosexual identity is not 
achieved until the third stage of the child’s sexual development. Sex identity is de- 
veloped through the resolution of the Oedipus complex, in which the child has to 
give up a primary attachment to the mother and learn either to identify with, or 
love, the father. But Shulamith Firestone suggests that this process is not an in- 
evitable one, as Freud presents it to be. Rather, it is due to the power dynamics of 
the patriarchal nuclear family. Note that, on this analysis, if the sexual division of 
labor were destroyed, the mechanism that trains boys and girls to develop hetero- 
sexual sexual identities would also be destroyed. If fathers and mothers played 
equal nurturant roles in child-rearing and had equal social, economic, and political 
power outside the home, there would be no reason for the boy to have to reject his 
emotional side in order to gain the power associated with the male role. Neither 
would the girl have to assume a female role in rejecting her assertive, independent 
side in order to attain power indirectly through manipulation of males. As a sexual 
identity, bisexuality would then be the norm rather than the exception. 


2. Beyond “Individualism” 


As we can see from the examples above, the argument for individualism is often stated 
as a form of mutual conflict (as in the existentialists and Reisman), which many 
philosophers would not accept. Why need there be a conflict? Kant, for example, while 
very much the champion of individual autonomy, insisted that the only individuality 
worth defending was the ability of the individual to participate in universal morality. 
The same argument is to be found in the writings of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. In 
more recent times, this argument has found a large following among thinkers who have 
seen the disastrous results of overly individual thinking (what Reisman refers to as 
“solipsism”). The German philosopher Hegel, for example, writing in the midst of the 
great international movements of the early nineteenth century, argued the following: 


ON “SPIRIT” AND THE INDIVIDUAL 
By G. W. F. HEGEL 


At a time when the universal nature of spiritual life has become so very much em- 
phasized and strengthened, and the mere individual aspect has become, as it should 
be, correspondingly a matter of indifference, when, too, that universal aspect holds, 
by the entire range of its substance, the full measure of the wealth it has built up, 
and lays claim to it all, the share in the total work of mind that falls to the activity 
of any particular individual can only be very small. Because this is so, the individ- 
ual must all the more forget himself, as in fact the very nature of science implies 
and requires that he should; and he must, moreover, become and do what he can. 
But all the less must be demanded of him, just as he can expect the less from him- 
self, and may ask the less for himself. 


DG, W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. N. Miller, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977. 
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Elsewhere, in a famous passage, he argues that individuals in history are significant 
only insofar as they contribute to movements far greater than themselves: 


FROM REASON IN HISTORY 
BY G. W. F. HEGEL*™ 


In contemplating history as the slaughter-bench at which the happiness of peoples, 
the wisdom of states, and the virtue of individuals have been sacrificed, a question 
necessarily arises: To what principle, to what final purpose, have these monstrous 
sacrifices been offered? 

t.» 

[H]uman agents have before them limited aims, special interests. But they are 
also intelligent, thinking beings. Their purposes are interwoven with general and es- 
sential considerations of law, the good, duty, etc. For mere desire, volition in its raw 
and savage form, falls outside the scene and sphere of world history. These general 
considerations, which at the same time form norms for directing purposes and ac- 
tions, have a definite content. For such empty abstractions as “good for its own 
sake” have no place in living actuality. 

+++ 

Each individual has his position; he knows, on the whole, what a lawful and 
honorable course of conduct is. To assert in ordinary private relations that it is 
difficult to choose the right and good, and to regard it as mark of an exalted moral- 
ity to find difficulties and raise scruples on that score indicates an evil and perverse 
will. It indicates a will that seeks to evade obvious duties or, at least, a petty will 
that gives its mind too little to do. The mind, then, in idle reflection, busies itself 
with itself and indulges in moral smugness. 

+++ 

[E]ach individual is also the child of a people at a definite stage of its de- 
velopment. One cannot skip over the spirit of his people any more than one can skip 
over the earth. The earth is the center of gravity; a body imagined as leaving this 
center can only be imagined as exploding into the air. So it is with an individual. 
But only through his own effort can he be in harmony with his substance; he must 
bring the will demanded by his people to his own consciousness, to articulation. 
The individual does not invent his own content; he is what he is by acting out the 
universal as his own content. 

In the course of history two factors are important. One is the preservation 
of a people, a state, or the well-ordered spheres of life. This is the activity of 
individuals participating in the common effort and helping to bring about its partic- 
ular manifestations. It is the preservation of ethical life. The other important factor, 
however, is the decline of a state. The existence of a national spirit is broken when it 


4G, W. F. Hegel, Reason in History, trans, Robert S. Hartman. Copyright © 1953. Reprinted by permission of 
Prentice-Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ. 
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has used up and exhausted itself. World history, the World Spirit, continues on its 
course, 
ore 
This universal is an essential phase in the development of the creating Idea, of 
truth striving and urging toward itself. The historical men, world-historical individ- 
uals, are those [who grasp just such a higher universal, make it their own purpose, 
and realize this purpose in accordance with the higher law of the spirit]. 


+ In what respects are you a “world-historical individual”? 
Do you think there is something to Hegel's claim that there 
is something greater than the individual from which we de- 
rive our purpose? Or do you think that the existentialists are 
correct in saying that there are no such individuals, that 
none of us is simply “swept away by history”? 


In the midst of the international upheavals led by Napoleon, you can appreciate the 
appropriateness of such a brutal philosophy. “The slaughter-bench of history” is not a 
pleasant concept! The idea that each of us is virtually insignificant in our tiny place in 
history also hurts our grander conceptions of ourselves. But Hegel argues that no other 
view of ourselves is defensible. Even the greatest among us is nothing more than an ex- 
pression of the “universal,” the monumental forces of society and humankind as a 
whole (these are what Hegel refers to as “spirit” and “the Creating Idea” and elsewhere 
as “the cunning of Reason”). 

But however appropriate in times of international warfare, Hegel’s conception 
is bound to raise hackles among the individualists in peacetime. Consider Kierkegaard’s 
ironic retort to Hegel’s philosophy: 


A RETORT 
BY SOREN KIERKEGAARD?” 


Thus, perhaps, the numerous attempts to continue to hang on to Hegel, even by 
those who have seen through the questionable nature of his philosophy. They worry 
that if they became particular existing human beings, they would vanish without a 
trace, so that not even the newspapers could find them, still less academic journals, 
to say nothing of speculative philosophers immersed in world-history. As particular 
human beings they worry they will be condemned to a more lonely and forgotten 
existence than that of a man in the country: for if a man lets go of Hegel, he will not 
even be in a position to have a letter addressed to him. 


Karl Marx was a student of Hegel’s philosophy. In his “early writings” of 1844, he 
too argues for a view of self as essentially social, a part of a community, a “species- 
being”: 


35Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, trans. Clancy Martin. 
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ON THE SOCIAL SELF 
BY KARL MARX? 


It follows from the character of this relationship [the human family] how far man 
has become, and has understood himself as, a species-being, a human being. 
eee 
Activity and mind are social in their content as well as in their origin; they are 
social activity and social mind. 
eee 
It is above all necessary to avoid postulating “society” once again as an 
abstraction confronting the individual. The individual is the social being. The mani- 
festation of his life—even when it does not appear di- 
Activity and mind rectly in the form of a communal manifestation, 
are social in their accomplished in association with other men—is, there- 
fore, a manifestation, and affirmation of social life. In- 


content as well dividual human life and species-life are not different 
as in their origin; things, even though the mode of existence of individual 
th ey are social life is necessarily either a more specific or a more gen- 


aks i eral mode of species-life, or that of species-life a 

activity and social specific or more general mode of individual life. 

mind. In his species-consciousness man confirms his real 

social life, and reproduces his real existence in 

thought; while conversely, species-life confirms itself in species-consciousness and 
exists for itself in its universality as a thinking being. Though man is a unique indi- 
vidual—and it is just his particularity which makes him an individual, a really indi- 
vidual communal being— he is equally the whole, the ideal whole, the subjective 
existence of society as thought and experienced. He exists in reality as the represen- 
tation and the real mind of social existence, and as the sum of human manifesta- 
tions of life. 


In the twentieth century, under the mixed influences of existentialism, especially as 
espoused by the German Martin Heidegger, and of German Idealism, especially Hegel 
and Marx, a new philosophical school became very popular. It is called “deconstruc- 
tion,” a name coined by its founder, the Frenchman Jacques Derrida. Deconstruction 
is the attempt to offer a social analysis and criticism which recognizes its own identi- 
fication with the culture it criticizes. To “deconstruct” a theory or a belief or a tradition, 
then, is neither to destroy it nor to rebuild it, but rather to “reread” it, and thereby 
change it, see into it, add to it, make it our own, perhaps more plural, more disperse, ac- 
tion. In his early work, Derrida argues that the school of deconstruction itself—of 
rereading, criticizing, and dispersing our cultural institutions and the philosophers who 
come from them—is itself an epitomal product of our cultural institutions. His claim is 


%Karl Marx, Early Writings, trans. T. Bottomore, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963. Reprinted by permission of 
The McGraw-Hill Companies 
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that the “unified self” is just a product of Western culture, and that it is now dying at the 
hands of its own creator. If there is “self,” he suggests, “it must be plural.” 27 

Some contemporary political thinkers—especially feminist and African-American 
philosophers—have found deconstruction attractive. Some of the contemporary philo- 
sophical debate about individual freedoms has evolved into criticisms and defenses of 
the “Western philosophy” Derrida describes. If only “Western philosophy” were so uni- 
vocally definable, then perhaps all its mistakes and cruelties could be identified and 
avoided. As we’ve seen, however, and as Derrida admits, these very modern criticism 
form an integral part of the complex, culturally interwoven philosophical debate around 
the world. 

It is important to emphasize that none of these philosophers actually denies the indi- 
vidual, or individual respect, or individual rights. They are, however, insisting that an 
individual derives his or her rights only insofar as he or she is a member of a commu- 
nity. This does not mean that a person cannot be eccentric, like the weirdo artist or the 
spaced-out rock musician, but it does mean that even their eccentricity, as well as their 
talents, must be viewed as social contributions. What they are denying, in other words, 
is what has sometimes been called “vulgar individualism,” that form of self-identity that 
denies all social relevance and social obligations. 


D. ONE SELF? ANY SELF? 
QUESTIONING THE CONCEPT 
OF PERSONAL “ESSENCE” 


So far, we have talked as if self-identity is something singular, a unified set of ideals and 
characteristics according to which one identifies himself or herself. But need we think 
of the “self” in this way? 

In his novel Steppenwolf, Hermann Hesse presents a character whose “self” is some- 
thing quite different. Hesse’s Harry Haller is a multiple or pluralistic self, a collection 
of “selves,” with no one of them “real” or “essential.” Like many of us, he lives with the 
myth of “two selves,” one human, rational, and well behaved, the other beastly, wild, 
and wolflike. He is torn between the two. But, Hesse tells us, Harry’s unhappiness is 
not, as he thinks, a result of his “war between the selves” at all but rather the result of 
an oversimplified notion of self. “The Steppenwolf is a fiction,” writes Hesse, a “myth- 
ological simplification.” The idea of two selves, one wolf, one man, is as old as the 
mind-body distinction, as the Christian division between the body and the soul—even 
older, in fact, dating back to Pythagoras and Plato. Hesse’s argument is that this simple 
self is a strictly “bourgeois convention,” a middle-class argument for the simplicity and 
unity of the self; indeed, Harry is unhappy because of the tension and complexity of 
only two selves: the “human” who has culture and cultivated thoughts and feelings and 


Jacques Derrida, “The Ends of Man,” trans. Alan Bass in Margins of Philosophy, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982. 
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the “wolf” who is savage and cruel, the dark world of Freud’s unconscious instincts and 
raw, untamed nature. He argues the following: 


FROM STEPPENWOLF 
BY HERMANN HESSE? 


Suppose that Harry tried to ascertain in any single moment of his life, any single 
act, what part the man had in it and what part the wolf, he would find himself at 
once in a dilemma, and his whole beautiful wolf theory would go to pieces. For 
there is not a single human being . . . not even the idiot, who is so conveniently sim- 
ple that his being can be explained as the sum of two or three principal elements; 
and to explain so complex a man as Harry by the artless division into wolf and man 
is a hopelessly childish attempt. Harry consists of a hundred or a thousand selves, 
not of two. His life oscillates, as everyone’s does, not merely between two poles, 
such as the body and the spirit, the saint and the sinner, but between thousand and 
thousands. 


Why is it, Hesse asks, that we all seem to have this need to think of ourselves in such 
deceptive terms and regard the self as a single unit? Because, he suggests, we are de- 
luded by an analogy; since each of us has but one body, it is assumed that each of us has 
a single soul too. From this analogy we assume that there must be one self within each 
body. But it is here that Hesse contrasts our view with the views of ancient India and 
notes with admiration that there is no trace of such a notion in the poems of the ancient 
Asiatics. He then offers us his own analogy: 


Man is an onion made up of a hundred integuments, a texture made up of many 
threads. The ancient Asiatics knew this well enough, and in the Buddhist Yoga an 
exact technique was devised for unmasking the illusion of the personality. The hu- 
man merry-go-round sees many changes: The illusion that cost India the efforts of 
thousands of years to unmask is the same illusion that the West has labored just as 
hard to maintain and strengthen. 


+ What would it mean to have a pluralistic self or selves? 
Do you find this view plausible? Have you ever felt as 
though you were somehow a multiplicity of selves or identi- 
ties? (We're not talking craziness here.) Describe such an 
experience. 


Hesse refers to Buddhist concepts of the self with praise. Although he remains 
entrenched in Western ideas as well, Hesse is already more than halfway to one of the 
ancient Eastern conceptions of self, which is essentially a denial of the self as we think 
of it. As we've seen in Chapter 1, the Buddhist says, “give up your self-identity,” “give 
up your self-consciousness,” and finally, “give up your self.” This is a familiar refrain 
28Hermann Hesse, Steppenwolf, trans. Basil Creighton and Rev. Joseph Mileck, New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1929 
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among many Eastern mystics. It may also be an ideal secular aspiration, however. For 
instance, the contemporary French philosopher and feminist Luce Irigaray claims that 
the unified, “essential” self is a limiting and oppressive notion, particularly when ap- 
plied to women. In her book The Sex Which Is Not One she claims that the genuine and 
free identity of a woman is a multiplicity or plurality of characters. Note the deliberate 
play on words in her title: “the sex which is not one.” With it, she implies a multiplicity 
of meanings: The female sex is not singular and unified; women are not unified to- 
gether; the female is not a sex at all. With this last reading, we see that Irigaray is not 
only claiming that a woman has multiple selves instead of a single body and a single 
soul, but also that all human beings, men included, may have multiple sexualities, mul- 
tiple identities—that there may not be any natural masculinity or femininity at all in the 
plural “self” from which we sort them out. Thus, Irigaray is making a feminist criticism 
of all our social and sexual roles at the same time as she offers a theory of self-identity. 


FROM THIS SEX WHICH IS NOT ONE 
By LUCE IRIGARAY” 


. . .not knowing what she wants, ready for anything, even asking for more, so long 
as he will “take” her as his “object” when he seeks his own pleasure. Thus she will 
not say what she herself wants; moreover, she does not know, or no longer knows, 
what she wants. As Freud admits, the beginnings of the sexual life of a girl child are 
so “obscure,” so “faded with time,” that one would have to dig down very deep in- 
deed to discover beneath the traces of this civilization, of this history, the vestiges 
of a more archaic civilization that might give some clue to woman’s sexuality. That 
extremely ancient civilization would undoubtedly have a different alphabet, a dif- 
ferent language. . . . Woman’s desire would not be expected to speak the same lan- 
guage as man’s; woman’s desire has doubtless been submerged by the logic that has 
dominated the West since the time of the Greeks. 
ooo 

“She” is indefinitely other in herself. This is doubtless why she is said to be 
whimsical, incomprehensible, agitated, capricious . . . not to mention her language, 
in which “she” sets off in all directions leaving “him” unable to discern the coher- 
ence of any meaning. Hers are contradictory words, somewhat mad from the stand- 
point of reason, inaudible for whoever listens to them with ready-made grids, with a 
fully elaborated code in hand. For in what she says, too, at least when she dares, 
woman is constantly touching herself. She steps ever so slightly aside from herself 
with a murmur, an exclamation, a whisper, a sentence left unfinished. . . . When she 
returns, it is to set off again from elsewhere. From another point of pleasure, or of 
pain. One would have to listen with another ear, as if hearing an “other meaning” 
always in the process of weaving itself, of embracing itself with words, but also of 
getting rid of words in order not to become fixed, congealed in them. For if “she” 


2°Reprinted from Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One, trans, Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke. 
Copyright © 1985 by Cornell University. Used by permission of the publisher, Cornell University Press. 
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says something, it is not, it is already no longer, identical with what she means. 
What she says is never identical with anything, moreover; rather, it is contiguous. Zr 
touches (upon). And when it strays too far from that proximity, she breaks off and 
starts over at “zero,” her body-sex. 

It is useless, then, to trap women in the exact definition of what they mean, to 
make them repeat (themselves) so that it will be clear; they are already elsewhere in 
that discursive machinery where you expected to surprise them. They have returned 
within themselves. Which must not be understood in the same way as within your- 
self. They do not have the interiority that you have, the one you perhaps suppose 
they have. Within themselves means within the intimacy of that silent, multiple, dif- 
fuse touch. And if you ask them insistently what they are thinking about, they can 


The role of 
“femininity” is 
prescribed by 
this masculine 
specularization 
and corresponds 
scarcely at all to 
woman ’s desire, 
which may be 
recovered only 
in secret, in 
hiding, with 
anxiety and guilt. 


only reply: Nothing. Everything. 

Thus what they desire is precisely nothing, and at the same time everything. Al- 
ways something more and something else besides that one—sexual organ, for ex- 
ample—that you give them, attribute to them. Their desire is often interpreted, and 
feared, as a sort of insatiable hunger, a voracity that will swallow you whole. 
Whereas it really involves a different economy more than anything else, one that 
upsets the linearity of a project, undermines the goal-object of a desire, diffuses the 
polarization toward a single pleasure, disconcerts fidelity to a single discourse. 


eee 

Must this multiplicity of female desire and female 
language be understood as shards, scattered remnants 
of a violated sexuality? A sexuality denied? The ques- 
tion has no simple answer. The rejection, the exclusion 
of a female imaginary certainly puts woman in the po- 
sition of experiencing herself only fragmentarily, in the 
little-structured margins of a dominant ideology, as 
waste, or excess, what is left of a mirror invested by the 
(masculine) “subject” to reflect himself, to copy him- 
self. Moreover, the role of “femininity” is prescribed by 
this masculine specularization and corresponds 
scarcely at all to woman’s desire, which may be recov- 
ered only in secret, in hiding, with anxiety and guilt. 

But if the female imaginary were to deploy itself, if 
it could bring itself into play otherwise than as scraps, 
uncollected debris, would it represent itself, even so, in 
the form of one universe? Would it even be volume in- 
stead of surface’? No. 

oe 


(Re-)discovering herself, for a woman, thus could only signify the possibility of 
sacrificing no one of her pleasures to another, of identifying herself with none of 


them in particular, of never being simply one. A sort of expanding universe to which 
no limits could be fixed and which would not be incoherence . . . nonetheless—nor 
that polymorphous perversion of the child in which the erogenous zones would lie 
waiting to be regrouped under the primacy of the phallus. 
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Woman always remains several, but she is kept from dispersion because the 
other is already within her and is autoerotically familiar to her. Which is not to say 
that she appropriates the other for herself, that she reduces it to her own property. 
Ownership and property are doubtless quite foreign to the feminine. At least sexu- 
ally. But not nearness. Nearness so pronounced that it makes all discrimination of 
identity, and thus all forms of property, impossible. 


Irigaray is not the only feminist philosopher to criticize the notion of “self” that was 
assumed by Descartes and adopted by many of his successors. Many feminists are crit- 
ical of the Cartesian notion “self” particularly because of the way the mind-body dis- 
tinction is related to stereotypes of gender. Because our society has come to accept the 
“masculinity” of the mind and the “femininity” of the body, these feminists claim, the 
philosophical notion of the “self” as consciousness or mind incorporates sexism right 
into our notions of human nature. 

In the following passage, Genevieve Lloyd, a contemporary feminist and philosopher, 
criticizes the mind-body distinction over its whole history from a feminist perspective. 


FROM “THE MAN OF REASON” 
py GENEVIEVE LLOYD” 


By the Man of Reason I mean the ideal of rationality associated with the rationalist 
philosophies of the seventeenth century. And, secondly, something more nebu- 
lous—the residue of that ideal in our contemporary consciousness, our inheritance 
from seventeenth century rationalism. This is, I think, a substantial component in 
what reason has come to be. But it is not, of course, the only component. In focus- 
ing on it to the exclusion of any other developments in the notion of reason since 
the seventeenth century, this paper inevitably presents an incomplete picture of rea- 
son, but one that does highlight, I think, some aspects of reason that are of consid- 
erable relevance to philosophical aspects of feminism. 

The main feature of the Man of Reason that I am concerned to bring into focus 
is his maleness. This in itself, I think, is a matter of philosophical interest. More is 
involved here than the supposedly “neutral” sense of “man” to include women. We 
are all familiar with the fact that linguistic usage commonly fails to recognize that 
humanity comprises two sexes. But there is something deeper to the maleness of 
the Man of Reason; something more deeply engrained in consciousness. He is after 
all a creation of reflective consciousness. When the Man of Reason is extolled, 
philosophers are not talking about idealizations of human beings. They are talking 
about ideals of manhood. 

What I want to do in this paper is to bring this undoubted maleness of the Man 
of Reason into clearer focus. There are, I think, reasons that belong in the history of 


30Genevieve Lloyd, “The Man of Reason,” first published in Metaphilosophy 10, 1 January 1979): 18-37; 
reprinted in Women, Knowledge, and Reality: Explorations in Feminist Philosophy, ed. Ann Garry and Mari- 
lyn Pearsall, Boston: Unwin, Hyman. Reprinted with permission. 
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philosophy for the association between reason and masculinity. Some parts of the 
history of philosophy can throw light here on a very confused and tension-ridden 
area of human experience. Past philosophical reflection has after all helped form 
our present thought structures. And the creature I am calling the Man of Reason 
embodies some of the fundamental ideals of our culture. Let us try then to bring 
him into sharper focus. 


THE ASSOCIATION OF “MALE” WITH “RATIONAL” 


The associations between “male” and “rational” and between “female” and “non- 
rational” have, of course, a very long history. The idea that the rational is somehow 
specially associated with masculinity goes back to the Greek founding fathers of ra- 
tionality as we know it. Aristotle thought that woman was “as it were an impotent 
male, for it is through a certain incapacity that the female is female.” This intrinsic 
female incapacity was a lack in the “principle of soul” and hence associated with an 
incapacity in respect of rationality. The claim is not of course that women do not 
have rationality, but they have it in an inferior, fainter way. They have rationality; 
they are distinguished from the animals by being rational. Yet they are not equal to 
men. They are somehow /esser men, lesser in respect of the all-important thing; 
rationality. 

eee 


REASON IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 


One of the most striking things that happens to reason in the seventeenth century is 
the attempt to encapsulate it in a systematic method for attaining certainty. The par- 
adigm of this approach to reason is Descartes’s Regulae, the Rules for the Direction 
of the Mind, written in 1628. Here there emerges a new conception of what is in- 
volved in knowledge. The acquisition of knowledge is a matter of the systematic 
pursuit of an orderly method. The essence of the method is to break down all the 
complex operations involved in reasoning into their most basic constituents and to 
render the mind adept in performing these simple operations—intuition and deduc- 
tion. Intuition is the undoubting conception of an unclouded and attentive mind 
which comes from the light of reason alone. This is the basis for Descartes’s later 
influential doctrine of clear and distinct ideas. Deduction is the process by which 
we extend knowledge beyond intuitions by connecting them in series. These are the 
only mental operations Descartes will admit into his method; but the proper under- 
standing and use of them will, he thinks, yield all that lies within the province of 
knowledge. Anything else is in fact an impediment to knowledge: 


nothing can be added to the pure light of reason which does not in some way 
obscure it. 

The method is universally applicable, regardless of any difference in subject matter: 
we must not fancy that one kind of knowledge is more obscure than another, 
since all knowledge is of the same nature throughout, and consists solely in 
combining what is self evident. 
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This universality of Cartesian method is emphasized in the Discourse on Method, 
published in 1637: 


provided only that we abstain from receiving anything as true which is not so, 
and always retain the order which is necessary in order to deduce the one 
conclusion from the other, there can be nothing so remote that we cannot reach 
to it, nor so recondite that we cannot discover it. 


For Descartes, then, all knowledge consists in self-evident intuition and neces- 
sary deduction. We are to break down the complex and obscure into what is simple 
and self-evident, then combine the resultant units in an orderly manner. In order 
to know we must isolate the “simple natures,” the objects of intuition, and “scruti- 
nise them separately with steadfast mental gaze.” We then combine them in chains 
of deductions. The whole of human knowledge consists in a distinct perception 
of the way in which these simple natures combine in order to build up other 
objects. 

There is a deeper, metaphysical, dimension to the Cartesian treatment of reason. 
In the course of elaborating a method for attaining certain knowledge Descartes 
thinks he is uncovering the unity of all the sciences, the unity of knowledge. For 
him this is identical with the order of thought itself, with the very structure of the 
knowing mind. And this order of thought is taken as transparently reflecting the or- 
der of things. In the Regulae there is no gap between intuitions and the simple na- 
tures that are their objective correlates. In the later Meditations (1641) the 
possibility of radical doubt opens a gap between ideas and the material world, be- 
tween the structure of the mind and the structure of the reality it attempts to know. 
But this gap is then closed by the existence of a veracious God. Introspection of the 
nature of thought in an individual mind ultimately yields access to universal reason, 
God given and God guaranteed, and hence to the structure of reality itself, con- 
ceived by Cartesian rationalism to be identical with that of the mind. 

This isomorphism, between reason and reality, founded on a veracious God, 
gives reason a quasi-divine character. Reason is God imbued, the divine spark in 
man. This is the seventeenth century version of the treatment of man’s rational fac- 
ulty as reflecting the godhead, as that in virtue of which man is made in God’s 
image. 

Another feature of Descartes’s treatment of reason that is crucial here is its con- 
nection with his antithesis between mind and matter. The basic units of Cartesian 
method are discrete, sharp edged and self-contained mental items. This becomes 
even more pronounced in his later works. The vehicles of knowledge are clear, pre- 
cisely bordered mental states, sharply separated from one another: 


The distinct is that which is so precise and different from all other objects that it 
contains within itself nothing but what is clear. 


And this discrete, delineated character of the units of knowledge is grounded in 
Descartes’s distinction between mind and matter. The absolute certainty that ac- 
companies clear and distinct ideas derives from their purely mental character. Intu- 
ition, as Descartes puts it, is free of the “fluctuating testimony of the senses” and 
the “blundering constructions of imagination.” Cartesian method is essentially a 
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matter of forming the “habit of distinguishing intellectual from corporeal matters.” 
It is a matter of shedding the sensuous from thought. 

The search for the “clear and distinct,” the separating out of the emotional, the 
sensuous, the imaginative, now makes possible polarizations of previously existing 
contrasts— intellect versus the emotions; reason versus imagination; mind versus 
matter, We have seen that the claim that women are somehow lacking in respect of 
rationality, that they are more impulsive, more emotional, than men is by no means 
a seventeenth century innovation. But these contrasts were previously contrasts 
within the rational. What ought to be dominated by reason had not previously been 
so sharply delineated from the intellectual. The conjunction of Cartesian down- 
grading of the sensuous with the use of the mind-matter distinction to establish the 
discrete character of Cartesian ideas introduces possibilities of polarization that 
were not there before. 

Another relevant factor here is that shedding the non-intellectual from our men- 
tal states is something that demands training. In earlier centuries too, of course, it 
was thought appropriate to give the education of women a different character from 
that of men. And it was possible to present this as justified by their being different 
in respect of rationality. But with the seventeenth century there is a new dimension. 
Women can now be excluded from training in reason, that is, from the acquisition 
of method. And since this training is explicitly a matter of learning to leave one’s 
emotions, imagination, etc., out of account, there now emerges a new dimension to 
the idea that women are more emotional or more impulsive, etc., than men. If they 
are excluded from training in rationality, women are perforce left emotional, impul- 
sive, fancy ridden. They are not trained out of the “blundering constructions of the 
imagination” to enter the rarified air of reason. So thought styles, that are in the 
seventeenth century sense pre-rational, can survive in women. This makes it true, in 
a way it need not have been before, that women are less rational than men. 

Also, it now becomes possible, as it was not before, to have a reasoned basis for 
assigning the emotions, the imagination, the sensuous in general, to women as their 
special area of responsibility. The training of a Man of Reason does after all involve 
getting him to shed many of his normal characteristics. It can now be seen as 
woman’s role to preserve for him the areas of warmth and sensuousness that train- 
ing in reason demands that he himself transcend. A great deal happens of course be- 
tween the time of Descartes and that of Rousseau. But we can see this theme, 
elaborated almost to the point of parody, in Rousseau’s views on the education of 
women in Emile, which so outraged Mary Wollstonecraft in the Vindication of the 
Rights of Women: 


To be pleasing in his sight, to win his respect and love, to train him in childhood, 
to tend him in manhood, to counsel and console, to make his life pleasant and 
happy, these are the duties of woman for all time, and this is what she should be 
taught while she is young. 


The contrast involved in the idea that man was made in God's image and woman 
was made to be a companion for man thus takes on a new dimension in the seven- 
teenth century. We now have a separation of functions backed by a theory of mind. 
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Given an already 
existing situation 
of sexual inequal- 
ity, reason—the 
godlike, the spark 
of the divine in 
man — is assigned 
to the male. The 
emotions, the 
imagination, the 


Given an already existing situation of sexual inequality, 
reason—the godlike, the spark of the divine in man— 
is assigned to the male. The emotions, the imagination, 
the sensuous are assigned to women. They are to 
provide comfort, relief, entertainment and solace for 
the austerity that being a Man of Reason demands. 
Something like this had of course been the case before. 
Different training was given to men and women to fit 
them for different life styles. But now the transcending 
of the sensuous can be seen as an end in itself. It is not 
in order to fit him for the heroic that the Man of Rea- 
son is to be trained out of his soft emotions and his 
sensuousness, but because that is precisely what it is to 


be rational. The division between reason and the non- 
rational can now be seen as reflexing and as being 
reenacted in the division between the sexes—in a way 
it was not before. 

The stage is now set for the emergence of the Man of Reason as a male character 
ideal. 


Sensuous are as- 
signed to women. 


+ Do you agree that the “Man of Reason” is necessary male? 
In what ways (if any) is rationality or reflective conscious- 
ness distinctly masculine? 


Although these feminist criticisms are contemporary, there has long been criticism 
of the notion of the unified “self” in the Eastern religions, as Hesse noted. Around the 
world, in fact, mystic sects of all faiths have tended toward a different conception of self- 
identity from that which has been dominant in Western philosophy. Of course, even these 
mystics admit that people have “personalities” and “egos” in some sense; most people 
most of the time think of “themselves.” Some Eastern religions claim, however, that this 
vision of “ourselves” is a false image. It is just an illusion which one accepts out of moral 
weakness or backwardness. Thus, in these Eastern religions the multiple self or the non- 
self is an ideal understanding which can be achieved only with enlightenment. 

An early Buddhist work, for instance, The Dhammapada (ca. 250 B.c.£.), contains 
several passages about this ideal. 


FROM THE DHAMMAPADA?! 


CHAPTER XII SELF 


Let each man first direct himself to what is proper, then let him teach others; thus a 
wise man will not suffer. 


‘From The Dhammapada, parts reprinted in The Teachings of the Compassionate Buddha: Early Discourses, 
the Dhammapada, and Later Basic Writings, ed. E. A. Burtt, New York: New American Library, 1955. 
Reprinted by permission of the Estate of E. A. Burtt 
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If a man make himself as he teaches others to be, then, being himself well- 
subdued, he may subdue others; for one’s own self is difficult to subdue. 

Self is the lord of self, who else could be the lord? With self well-subdued, a 
man finds a lord such as few can find. 

The evil done by one’s self, born of one’s self, begotten by one’s self, crushes 
the foolish, as a diamond breaks even a precious stone. 

ooo 

The foolish man who scorns the instruction of the saintly, of the elect [ariya], of 
the virtuous, and follows a false doctrine—he bears fruit to his own destruction, 
like the fruits of the Katthaka reed. 

By one’s self the evil is done, by one’s self one suffers; by one’s self evil is left 
undone; by one’s self one is purified. The pure and the impure stand and fall by 
themselves; no one can purify another. 

Let no one forget his own duty for the sake of another’s, however great; let a 
man after he has discerned his own duty, be faithful to his duty. 

All forms are unreal—he who knows and sees this is at peace though in a world 
of pain; this is the way that leads to purity. 

ooe 

Through zeal knowledge is gained, through lack of zeal knowledge is lost; let a 
man who knows this two-fold path of gain and loss thus place himself that knowl- 
edge may grow. 

Cut down the whole forest of desires, not a tree only! Danger comes out of the 
forest of desires. When you have cut down both the forest of desires and its under- 
growth, then, bhikshus, you will be rid of the forest and of desires! 

+++ 

Cut out the love of self, like an autumn lotus with your hand! Cherish the road to 

peace. Nirvana has been shown by the Blessed One. 


The thirteenth poem of the Tao Te Ching touches on the same theme: 


FROM TAO TE CHING 
By LAO-TZU22 


13 


| Success is as dangerous as failure, 
| and we are often our own worst enemy. 


What does it mean that success is as dangerous as failure? 
He who is superior is also someone's subordinate. 
Receiving favor and loosing it both cause alarm. 

That is what is meant by success is as dangerous as failure, 
What does it mean that we are often our own worst enemy? 


Tzu. Tao Te Ching, trans. J. H. McDonald, 1996 (for the public domain) 


From Lao 
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The reason I The reason I have an enemy is because I have “self.” 
have an enemy is If I no longer had a “self,” I would no longer have an enemy. 


because I have Love the whole world as if it were your self; 


then you will truly care for all things. 


“self.” If Ino 
longer had a oe 

self, I would no If you want to become whole, 
longe r have an first let yourself become broken. 
enemy. If you want to become straight, 


first let yourself become twisted. 
If you want to become full, 
first let yourself become empty. 
If you want to become new, 
first let yourself become old. 


For this reason the Master embraces the Tao, 
as an example for the world to follow. 
Because she isn’t self centered, 

people can see the light in her. 

Because she does not boast of herself, 

she becomes a shining example. 

Because she does not glorify herself, 

she becomes a person of merit. 

Because she wants nothing from the world, 
the world can not overcome her. 


When the ancient Masters said, 

“If you want to become whole, 

then first let yourself be broken,” 

they weren’t using empty words. 

All who do this will be made complete. 


These Eastern examples are certainly not the only alternatives to the early modern 
European notion of the self accepted by Descartes. Islamic, Christian, and Jewish mys- 
tics in the West as well as other Eastern traditions also offered alternatives to this con- 
ception. There have always been challenges to the notion of a unified self. 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


Self-identity is a question of essential properties: What is it about you that makes you a 
particular person and the same person over time? In this chapter we have reviewed a se- 
ries of different answers to this question. The tradition from Descartes and Locke to 
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Kant stresses the importance of consciousness in our conception of ourselves, that is, 
the importance of our minds over our bodies. (Even Hume, who denies that there is a 
self, is part of this tradition.) Then there is the general question, how much is the self 
something that we can choose, and how much is it something that is determined for us? 
Does each person have just one self, one set of essential properties, or might a single 
“person” be several people, with several selves? Or might there really be no self at all? 
And how much should we conceive of ourselves as individuals, and how much as or- 
ganic components of a larger community? None of these questions has any firmly 
agreed-upon answers, but all of us adopt one view or another, even if just for a short 
time, every time we attempt to define ourselves or just “be ourselves.” 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. In Kant’s view of the self, what is the difference between the transcendental ego 
and the empirical ego? Why does Kant need both notions? 

2. How does Sartre’s conception of the self complicate the idea of an individual self? 
How does he explain the paradox that he creates between the self “being what it is 
and being what it is not”? Why does he believe this? 

3. Nietzsche and Kierkegaard both believe that the “enemy” is social identity and con- 
formity to “the herd.” Explain why. Are there ways in which you find yourself iden- 
tifying socially and “going along” in ways that seem untrue to yourself? What does 
this feel like? What are the negative consequences that can arise from too much 
conformity? From too much individuality? 

4. What role, if any, does the body play in self-identity or identity of personhood? Or 
do you agree that consciousness, memory, or some mental aspect is sufficient to es- 
tablish personal identity? Could you conceive of your consciousness and memory 
states inhabiting some other body? What would make that person you? 


GLOSSARY 


bad faith Sartre’s characterization of a person’s refusal to accept himself or herself; this some- 
times means not accepting the facts that are true about you. More often it means accepting 
the facts about you as conclusive about your identity, as in the statement “Oh, 
I couldn't do that, I’m too shy.” 

continuity (spatiotemporal continuity) The uninterrupted identifiability of an object over time 
in the same location or in a sequence of tangent locations. 

criterion Test or standard. 

deconstruction Initiated by Jacques Derrida, a current school of philosophical thought (espe- 
cially popular among some feminist and African-American thinkers) that encourages critical 
reading for “cultural bias” and that rejects the idea of the “unified self.” 

dualism In general, the distinction between mind and body as separate substances, or very dif- 
ferent kinds of states and events with radically different properties. 

empirical ego All those characteristics of a person that can be discovered through experience 
and that distinguish each of us from other persons qualitatively; that which makes each of us 
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a particular man or woman and gives us a particular “character.” Compare transcendental 
ego. 

essence That which is necessary for something to be what it is. The essence of a person is that 
without which we would not say one is that particular person (Fred rather than Mary, for ex- 
ample). 

existentialism In Sartre's terms, the philosophy that teaches that “man’s existence precedes his 
essence.” That is, people have no given self-identity, they have to choose their identities and 
work for them through their actions. (Neglect and omission, however, are also actions. One 
can be a certain type of person just by not bothering to do the appropriate activities.) 

facticity Sartre’s term (borrowed from Heidegger) for the totality of facts that are true of a per- 
son at any given time, 

immediate For certain and without need for argument. 

incorrigibility Impossible to correct; cannot be mistaken. It has long been argued that our 
claims about our own mental states are incorrigible—we cannot be mistaken about them. 

resemblance Having the same features. All people resemble each other (or at least most do) in 
having one and only one head; you resemble yourself five years ago in (perhaps) having the 
same texture hair, the same color eyes, the same fear of spiders, and the same skill at chess. 

self-consciousness Being aware of oneself, whether “as others see you” (looking in a mirror or 
“watching yourself play a role” at a party) or just “looking into yourself” (as when you 
reflect on your goals in life or wonder, in a moment of philosophical perversity, whether you 
really exist or not.) Self-consciousness requires having some concept of your “self.” Accord- 
ingly, it is logically tied to questions of self-identity. 

self-identity The way you characterize yourself, either in general (as a human being, as a man 
or as a woman, as a creature before God or as one among many animals) or in particular (as 
the person who can run the fastest mile, as an all-“C” student, or as the worst-dressed slob in 
your class). Self-identity, on this characterization, requires self-consciousness. The self-iden- 
tity of a person, in other words, is not merely the same as the identity of a “thing,” for exam- 
ple, the identity of a human body. 

transcendence Sartre’s term for a person’s plan, ambitions, intentions, and hopes for the future 
(Do not confuse this use of the word with those introduced in Chapters 2 and 4.) 

transcendental ego The bare, logical fact of one’s own self-consciousness: Descartes’ “I 
think”; the self “behind” all of our experiences; the mental activity that unifies our various 
thoughts and sensations. (The term comes from Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.) 

unconscious Freud’s famous way of referring to the fact that there are ideas, desires, memories, 
and experiences in our minds to which we do not have privileged access, which we may be 
wrong about (and, therefore, about which our claims are not incorrigible), and which may be 
more evident to other people than to oneself. He also distinguishes a preconscious (“the an- 
techamber of consciousness”). Preconscious ideas can be made conscious simply by being 
attended to, (For example, you do know what the capital of California is, but you weren’t 
conscious of it before I mentioned it; it was preconscious.) Truly unconscious ideas, how- 
ever, cannot be made conscious, even when one tries to do so. 
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MIND AND BOI 


It is certain that I (that is, my mind, by which I am what I am) is entirely and truly 
distinct from my body, and may exist without it. 


RENE DESCARTES 


Whatever our attempts to answer the problems of self-identity, they begin with a single 
“fact,” our own consciousness. This was the logical beginning for Descartes, who used 
the fact of his own consciousness as the starting point for his whole philosophy. It was 
true for Locke, who argued that our identity is to be found in the continuity of our con- 
sciousness rather than in the continuity of our bodies. It was even used by Hume, who 
used his own consciousness as the basis of his denial that there was any such thing as 
the self. It was the starting point of Kant’s philosophy; his transcendental ego, like 
Descartes’ “I think,” gave him the basis for the rest of his philosophy. Even those 
philosophers who have not been interested in these logical arguments—Buddhists, 
Marxists, and existentialists—have begun with at least one of a variety of considera- 
tions of consciousness; the fact of our own self-consciousness, the facts of conscious- 
ness, or just the fact that only people seem capable of or interested in asking the 
question “Who am I?” But now what is this “consciousness”? As soon as we ask the 
question, we find ourselves once again up to our eyeballs in the labyrinth of traditional 
metaphysics. 


A. WHAT IS CONSCIOUSNESS? 


We can begin to appreciate the problems of consciousness by returning to the attempts 
of the eighteenth-century rationalist metaphysicians to be clear about their notion of 
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“substance.” Descartes said that there were two different kinds of substances; mind or 
mental substance, and body or physical substance. Accordingly, he is usually called a 
dualist and the position, in general, that mind and body are different substances is called 
Cartesian dualism.’ You remember that Descartes insisted that his identity was as a 
“thinking thing,” in other words, a mental substance. But now, what of his body? We 
have seen that he believed that he could intelligibly doubt the existence of his body but 
not of his mind. But what is so special about this body that, unlike other bodies (the 
chair in front of him, the body of the king), was so intimately connected to his mind? It 
moved when he willed it to move, it walked when he decided to walk, it wrote what he 
wanted to write. In the last of his six Meditations, he returns to this problem. 


FROM “MEDITATION VI” 
BY RENE DESCARTES? 


Firstly, then, I perceived that I had a head, hands, feet, and other members compos- 
ing that body which I considered as part, or perhaps even as the whole, of myself. I 
perceived further, that that body was placed among many others, by which it was 
capable of being affected in diverse ways, both beneficial and hurtful; and what was 
beneficial I remarked by a certain sensation of pleasure, and what was hurtful by a 
sensation of pain. And, besides this pleasure and pain, I was likewise conscious of 
hunger, thirst, and other appetites, as well as certain corporeal inclinations towards 
joy, sadness, anger, and similar passions. 
eee 

Nor was I altogether wrong in likewise believing that that body which, by a spe- 
cial right, I called my own, pertained to me more properly and strictly than any of 
the others; for in truth, I could never be separated from it as from other bodies: I 
felt in it and on account of it all my appetites and affections, and in fine I was af- 
fected in its parts by pain and the titillation of pleasure, and not in the parts of the 
other bodies that were separated from it. But when I inquired into the reason why, 
from this I know not what sensation of pain, sadness of mind should follow, and 
why from the sensation of pleasure joy should arise, or why this indescribable 
twitching of the stomach, which I call hunger, should put me in mind of taking 
food, and the parchedness of the throat of drink, and so in other cases, I was unable 
to give any explanation, unless that I was so taught by nature; for there is assuredly 
no affinity, at least none that I am able to comprehend, between this irritation of the 
stomach and the desire of food, any more than between the perception of an object 
that causes pain and the consciousness of sadness which springs from the percep- 


I Named after Descartes. As a matter of fact, Descartes believed that there were three kinds of substances, the 
third being God. But we need not worry about that third substance at this point. For our purposes, Descartes 
is simply a dualist 


René Descartes, “Meditation VI,” in Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of 
Descartes, trans, Elizabeth S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge 
University Press 
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tion. And in the same way it seems to me that all the other judgments I had formed 
regarding the objects of sense, were dictates of nature; because I remarked that 
those judgments were formed in me, before I had leisure to weigh and consider the 
reasons that might constrain me to form them. 

But, afterwards, a wide experience by degrees sapped the faith I had reposed in 
my senses; for I frequently observed that towers, which at a distance seemed round, 
appeared square when more closely viewed, and that colossal figures, raised on the 
summits of these towers, looked like small statues, when viewed from the bottom 
of them; and, in other instances without number, I also discovered error in judg- 
ments founded on the external senses; and not only in those founded on the exter- 
nal, but even in those that rested on the internal senses; for is there aught more 
internal than pain? and yet I have sometimes been informed by parties whose arm 


or leg had been amputated, that they still occasionally seemed to feel pain in that 
part of the body which they had lost,—a circumstance that led me to think that I 


could not be quite certain even that any one of my members were affected when I 
felt pain in it. And to these grounds of doubt I shortly afterwards also added two 


Because, on the 
one hand, I have a 
clear and distinct 
idea of myself... 
as... only a think- 
ing and unex- 
tended thing, and 
as, on the other 
hand, I possess a 
distinct idea of 
body... only an 
extended and un- 
thinking thing, it is 
certain that I am 
entirely and truly 
distinct from my 
body, and may ex- 
ist without it. 


others of very wide generality: the first of them was 
that I believed I never perceived anything when awake 
which I could not occasionally think I also perceived 
when asleep, and as I do not believe that the ideas I 
seem to perceive in my sleep proceed from objects ex- 
ternal to me, I did not any more observe any ground for 
believing this of such as I seem to perceive when 
awake; the second was that since I was as yet ignorant 
of the author of my being, or at least supposed myself 
to be so, I saw nothing to prevent my having been so 
constituted by nature as that I should be deceived even 
in matters that appeared to me to possess the greatest 
truth. 

oo 

But now that I begin to know myself better, and to 
discover more clearly the author of my being, I do not, 
indeed, think that I ought rashly to admit all which the 
senses seem to teach, nor, on the other hand, is it my 
conviction that I ought to doubt in general of their 
teachings. 

And, firstly, because I know that all which I clearly 
and distinctly conceive can be produced by God ex- 
actly as I conceive it, it is sufficient that I am able 
clearly and distinctly to conceive one thing apart from 
another, in order to be certain that the one is different 
from the other, seeing they may at least be made to ex- 


ist separately, by the omnipotence of God; and it matters not by what power this 
separation is made, in order to be compelled to judge them different; and, therefore, 
merely because I know with certitude that I exist, and because, in the meantime, I 
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do not observe that aught necessarily belongs to my nature or essence beyond my 
being a thinking thing, I rightly conclude that my essence consists only in my being 
a thinking thing [or a substance whose whole essence or nature is merely thinking]. 
And although I may, or rather, as I will shortly say, although I certainly do possess 
a body with which I am very closely conjoined; nevertheless, because, on the one 
hand, I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in as far as I am only a thinking and 
unextended thing, and as, on the other hand, I possess a distinct idea of body, in as 
far as it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is certain that I [that is, my 
mind, by which I am what I am] am entirely and truly distinct from my body, and 
may exist without it. 


Then comes Descartes’ proof that, in general, he could not be fooled about the existence 
of bodies “outside” of him. 


But there is nothing which that nature teaches me more expressly [or more sensi- 
bly] than that I have a body which is ill affected when I feel pain, and stands in 
need of food and drink when I experience the sensations of hunger and thirst, etc. 
And therefore I ought not to doubt but that there is some truth in these informa- 
tions. 

Nature likewise teaches me by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst, etc., that I 
am not only lodged in my body as a pilot in a vessel, but that I am besides so inti- 
mately conjoined, and as it were intermixed with it, that my mind and body com- 
pose a certain unity. For if this were not the case, I should not feel pain when my 
body is hurt, seeing I am merely a thinking thing, but should perceive the wound by 
the understanding alone, just as a pilot perceives by sight when any part of his ves- 
sel is damaged; and when my body has need of food or drink, I should have a clear 
knowledge of this, and not be made aware of it by the confused sensations of 
hunger and thirst: for, in truth, all these sensations of hunger, thirst, pain, etc., are 
nothing more than certain confused modes of thinking, arising from the union and 
apparent fusion of mind and body. 

Besides this, nature teaches me that my own body is surrounded by many other 
bodies . . . some are agreeable, and others disagreeable, there can be no doubt that 
my body, or rather my entire self, in as far as I am composed of body and mind, 
may be variously affected, both beneficially and hurtfully, by surrounding bodies. 


But how can two different substances, particularly two such different kinds of sub- 
stances, interact? We know what it is for two bodies to interact, but how can a body 
make contact with a mind, which seems so intangible and “ghostly”? Descartes never 
answers this problem to his or to his critics’ satisfaction. Spinoza, seeing Descartes’ 
troubles, insists that there is only one substance and that body and mind are but differ- 
ent “attributes” of that one substance. That avoids the metaphysical question, for there 
is no trouble about interaction within a substance. But it still leaves a sizable problem, 
namely, how these two attributes are coordinated. That is a question Spinoza never an- 
swers; and Leibniz, attacking the same problem, finds it preferable to deny the reality of 
physical substance altogether. There are only mental substances, monads, each locked 
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into its own experience. The extravagance of these two solutions should give you some 
idea of the difficulty of the problem. 

We can get a more specific clue to the mysterious quality of “consciousness” 
if we consider the following. Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, you recall, define mind 
as “unextended,” that is, unextended in space. (Bodies, on the other hand, are defined as 
extended in space.) In other words, it is essential that minds, unlike bodies, cannot be 
said to be “this large” or to be located in such and such a place. But despite this defini- 
tion, notice how much of our talk about consciousness consists of metaphors of spatial 
form; we talk about something being “in” our minds. We talk about something “slipping 
(out of) our minds.” Philosophers often talk about the “contents” of consciousness, and 
a popular phrase from William James is the “stream of consciousness.” Now we might 
say, “those are just metaphors”; but why are such metaphors necessary? 

How would you answer the question “What is it to be conscious?” You might say 
something about “awareness” or “feelings,” but that only restates the problem with dif- 
ferent words. When we try to describe an image we do so in terms appropriate to phys- 
ical things (namely, what it is an image of ). We try to describe a pain and come out with 
metaphors (“it’s as if a vice were closing on my head”) or comparisons (“it feels the 
same as when . . .”). The retreat to spatial metaphors reflects this difficulty. We talk 
about our experiences as if we were describing other things but then qualify our de- 
scriptions by saying that they are “in” consciousness rather than in the world. 

How can we describe consciousness itself? There is a further difficulty: If I can talk 
about my mind only with difficulty, how can I talk about your mind at all? I can experi- 
ence only what is “in” my mind, I can’t feel your pain. Even if I feel “sympathy pains” 
with you, it is my pain I feel. So I can’t describe your mind at all, and evidently I have 
difficulty describing my mind as well. Therefore, how can we talk about “mind” at all? 
Not surprisingly, many psychologists and philosophers have rejected the idea of “mind” 
altogether, preferring to talk only about what is mutually observable and “extended” in 
physical space (for example, neurology and overt behavior). 

We shall later consider some of these attempts to reject the idea of “mind” altogether. 
But what should seem fairly obvious to you is that this idea can be rejected only with 
reference to other people, not with reference to ourselves. Why? Because of Descartes’ 
first premise, to put it bluntly. The same logic that allows him to assert with certainty “I 
am thinking” and “I exist as a thinking thing” now forces us to admit that “I am not 
thinking” and “I am not a thinking thing” are utterly absurd and unintelligible state- 
ments. They are self-refuting in exactly the same sense that “I am thinking” is self- 
confirming. (This isn’t to say that you are thinking clearly, or well, or enjoying it; only 
that, in some minimal sense, you are thinking.) Therefore, you must have a mind. In 
one’s own case, the fact that a person is conscious is the last thing one could ever deny. 


+ What does Descartes mean when he says that the mind and 
body are a unity due to the mind’s awareness of bodily sen- 
sations and interactions? Can you think of counter-exam- 
ples to this claim (i.e., a time when your mind was unaware 
of something occurring within the body or something occur- 
ring within the mind with no bodily manifestations)? Do 
these counter-examples prove Descartes wrong? Or are they 
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impossible in some way? What might be another explana- 
tion for the perceived intimacy between physical and mental 
states? 

+ Is the existence of your consciousness irrefutable? The exis- 
tence of particular conscious states (moods, ideas, sensa- 
tions, emotions)? How can you be certain of your knowledge 
of them? 


It is important to appreciate the fact that Descartes did not defend the idea of a radi- 
cal difference between mind and body only as a metaphysical or scientific thesis. There 
is much in “common sense” that supports it, and the separation of mind or soul from 
physical body obviously serves a long-standing religious concern as well. It makes 
sense of the thesis that the soul might survive the body after death, and it safely sepa- 
rates the realms of religion and science. It even provides an argument for the necessity 
of God’s existence. Descartes points out (in Meditation III) that his various fleeting 
thoughts could not be unified into a coherent, enduring self without the intervention of 


a higher power. 


FROM “MEDITATION III” 
BY RENÉ DESCARTES? 


But though I assume that perhaps I have always existed just as I am at present, nei- 
ther can I escape the force of this reasoning, and imagine that the conclusion to be 
drawn from this is, that I need not seek for any author of my existence. For all the 
course of my life may be divided into an infinite number of parts, none of which is 
in any way dependent on the other; and thus from the fact that I was in existence a 
short time ago it does not follow that I must be in existence now, unless some cause 
at this instant, so to speak, produces me anew, that is to say, conserves me. It is as a 
matter of fact perfectly clear and evident to all those who consider with attention 
the nature of time, that, in order to be conserved in each moment in which it en- 
dures, a substance has need of the same power and action as would be necessary to 
produce and create it anew, supposing it did not yet exist, so that the light of nature 
shows us clearly that the distinction between creation and conservation is solely a 
distinction of the reason. 


And in the dedication of the same work, he writes, 


And as regards the soul, although many have considered that it is not easy to know 
its nature, and some have even dared to say that human reasons have convinced us 
that it would perish with the body, and that faith alone could believe the contrary, 
nevertheless, inasmuch as the Lateran Council held under Leo X (in the eighth ses- 


René Descartes, “Letter of Dedication to the Dean and Doctors of the Faculty of Sacred Theology of Paris,” 
in Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane and 
G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press, 
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sion) condemns these tenets, and as Leo expressly ordains Christian philosophers to 


refute their arguments and to employ all their powers in making known the truth, I 
have ventured in this treatise to undertake the same task. 


B. THE PROBLEM OF DUALISM 


How is consciousness connected to your body? You decide to raise your hand, and your 
hand goes up. You formulate an answer to your friend's question, and it comes out of 
your mouth. How does what takes place “in your mind” determine what happens with 
your body? A familiar image, borrowed from untold numbers of cartoons, is the little 
man (or woman) in your head, operating your body as a construction worker operates a 
giant steam shovel. But this is no answer at all. First, there is no little man. But even if 
there were, the same problem would then focus on him (or her). How does he or she 
move a body by making certain mental decisions? The same problem arises in the other 
direction, from body to mind. A friend steps on your toe—your physiology teacher can 
explain to you what happens: nerves are pinched and signals are sent through your cen- 
tral nervous system into that huge complex of fat cells called your brain. But then, at 
some point, there is something else, the feeling, the pain. How does this happen? How 
does a feeling emerge from that complex and still unknown network of neurological re- 
actions going on in your body? 

You can see that this problem of mind-body interaction is no longer just a technical 
metaphysical problem having to do with the special notion of substance. The problem 
of “interaction” is the same for Spinoza and his one substance as it is for Descartes and 
his dualism. Even if you don’t want to talk of substances at all, there is still the problem 
of explaining how your mind affects your body and how your body affects your mind. 
For whether or not you accept the special problems of the eighteenth-century meta- 
physicians, you have to admit that your mind is very different from your body, and that 
is the source of the trickiest of all modern philosophy problems—the mind-body prob- 
lem. How are mind and body related? 

The human body, like any other physical body, can be described in terms of its size, 
weight, chemical composition, and movements in space. The workings of the human 
nervous system, although very complex and not yet adequately understood, can be de- 
scribed just like any other biological reaction, in terms of the changes in cell mem- 
branes and chemical reactions, the procession of chemoelectric nerve “impulses,” and 
the computer-like network of different nerve components that are stimulated at any 
given time. The human brain can be seen as a complex machine, like a gooey computer. 
The human mind, however, is not to be characterized in any such spatial or chemical 
terms. The mind is not the same as the brain. It has no shape, no weight, and has the 
awkward property of being observable—in any particular case—by one and only one 
person. (Anyone can see my brain if they can get inside my skull.) We can understand 
how a body might interact with another body, even when the “forces” involved are hard 
to picture (for example, the gravitational attraction between two distant planets). But 
how does a body interact with something that has none of the crucial characteristics of 
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a body? You might think of “energy” here, for energy would seem to have at least some 
of the intangible and “unextended” features of mind. It too, in a very limited sense, “has 
no size or weight.” But energy is a function of physical bodies, force is a function of 
mass and acceleration. They are not, like our experiences, “private”: a lightning bolt is 
observable to anyone who looks. And no one has ever claimed that descriptions of en- 
ergy states, like descriptions of our ideas, are incorrigible. While it has often been 
demonstrated (by Einstein) that energy and mass are interconvertible, any such “inter- 
convertibility” of mind and matter is still at the highly speculative stage, limited to freak 
performances by a few isolated and not wholly dependable “psychics” and such. We 
may well talk about “mental energy,” but it is far from clear what we mean. 

How can something so different as ideas and sensations interact with nervous sys- 
tems and brain cells? Philosophers have proposed a number of solutions, all of them 
controversial and none of them yet satisfactory. But even before we look at some of 
them, it is important to stress the following point: The “mind-body problem” is not sim- 
ply a matter of how little we still know about the human nervous system. No matter how 
our knowledge develops, we will still be faced with that mysterious gap between the 
last known neurological occurrence and the experience. Right now we can trace our 
neural impulses only so far, and the “last known neurological occurrence” is not very 
far along. But even when we have complete “brain maps” and can say for every mental 
occurrence what is going on in the brain at the same time, the problem will still remain: 
How are the two related?4 

The classic attempt to resolve the problem of dualism is by Descartes. The following 
selection is from his essay “The Passions of the Soul.” 


FROM “THE PASSIONS OF THE SOUL” 
By RENE DESCARTESS 


But in order to understand all these things more perfectly, we must know that the 
soul is really joined to the whole body, and that we cannot, properly speaking, say 
that it exists in any one of its parts to the exclusion of the others, because it is one 
and in some manner indivisible, owing to the disposition of its organs, which are so 
related to one another that when any one of them is removed, that renders the whole 
body defective; and because it is of a nature which has no relation to extension, nor 
dimensions, nor other properties of the matter of which the body is composed, but 
only to the whole conglomerate of its organs, as appears from the fact that we could 
not in any way conceive of the half or the third of a soul, nor of the space it occu- 


4It is logically possible, although it is extremely unlikely, that scientific research could show that the brain and 
our mind have very little to do with each other, that the presumed coordination between the two does not ex- 
ist. It once was thought, for example, that the heart had to do with emotions (Aristotle and Descartes, for 
example). Science has proved them wrong. But science cannot do more than lay the groundwork for the 
problem. 


SRené Descartes, “The Passions of the Soul,” in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans. Elizabeth S. 
Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, 1911. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 
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The soul is really pies, and because it does not become smaller owing to 

joined to the whole the potio off of some portion of the body, but sepè- 
rates itself from it entirely when the union of its assem- 

body, and . . . we bled organs is dissolved. 

cannot, properly k is sro a to — that although the 

. soul is joined to the whole body, there is yet in that a 
SK eaking, say that certain part in which it exercises its functions more 
it exists in any one particularly than in all the others; and it is usually be- 
of its parts to the lieved that this part is the brain, or possibly the heart: 

. the brain, because it is with it that the organs of sense 
exclusion of the are connected, and the heart because it is apparently in 
others. it that we experience the passions, But, in examining 

the matter with care, it seems as though I had clearly 
ascertained that the part of the body in which the soul exercises its functions imme- 
diately is in nowise the heart, nor the whole of the brain, but merely the most in- 
ward of all its parts, to wit, a certain very small gland which is situated in the 
middle of its substance and so suspended above the duct whereby the animal spirits 
in its anterior cavities have communication with those in the posterior, that the 
slightest movements which take place in it may alter very greatly the course of 
these spirits; and reciprocally that the smallest changes which occur in the course of 
the spirits may do much to change the movements of this gland.® 
oe 

Let us then conceive here that the soul has its principal seat in the little gland 
that exists in the middle of the brain, from whence it radiates forth through all the 
remainder of the body by means of the animal spirits, nerves, and even the blood, 
which, participating in the impressions of the spirits, can carry them by the arteries 
into all the members. Recollecting what has been said above about the machine of 
our body, that is, that the little filaments of our nerves are so distributed in all its 
parts, that on the occasion of the diverse movements which are there excited by sen- 
sible objects, they open in diverse ways the pores of the brain, which causes the an- 
imal spirits contained in these cavities to enter in diverse ways into the muscles, by 
which means they are capable of being moved; and also that all the other causes 
which are capable of moving the spirits in diverse ways suffice to conduct them into 
diverse muscles; let us here add that the small gland which is the main seat of the 
soul is so suspended between the cavities which contain the spirits that it can be 
moved by them in as many different ways as there are sensible diversities in the ob- 
ject, but that it may also be moved in diverse ways by the soul, whose nature is such 
that it receives in itself as many diverse impressions, that is to say, that it possesses 
as many diverse perceptions as there are diverse moments in this gland. Recipro- 
cally, likewise, the machine of the body is so formed that from the simple fact that 


6The gland Descartes is referring to is what is now called the pineal gland, a small endocrine gland at the base 
of the brain. It had only recently been discovered in Descartes’ time, and its functions are still not adequately 
understood, It is currently hypothesized that it controls mating cycles in higher animals and possibly any 
number of other activity cycles. 
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this gland is diversely moved by the soul, or by such other cause, whatever it is, it 
thrusts the spirits which surround it towards the pores of the brain, which conduct 
them by the nerves into the muscles, by which means it causes them to move the 
limbs. 


The technical name given to this theory is causal interactionism, in other words, men- 
tal changes cause bodily changes and vice versa. Unlike his followers, Descartes did not 
take seriously the problem of separate substances or radically different changes causally 
affecting one another. He apparently felt satisfied if not exactly comfortable, with such 
a causal account. He was vigorously attacked in this by most of his immediate follow- 
ers, including Spinoza, Leibniz, and many of the empiricists. “Different substances can- 
not interact,” they insisted. Or, in more modern dress, they argued that only physical 
bodies can causally interact, not anything so different as physical bodies and minds. Yet 
one thing remains obvious, and that is that the familiar coordination of our mental ac- 
tivities and the movements of our bodies must be accounted for. To do so, without 
bringing in causal interaction, required considerable ingenuity on the part of Descartes’ 
critics. : 

We have already seen the two metaphysical alternatives that immediately followed 
Descartes. The first was formulated by Leibniz as part of his overall theory of monads. 
He insisted that there could be no causal interaction between monads, and specifically, 
there could be no sense made out of the claim that mental substances interacted with 
anything that we call “physical bodies.” So what could he suggest as an alternative? His 
answer to the problem was that God, who had created monads in the first place, had also 
“programmed” them in such a way that our mental activities and what we call our bod- 
ily activities are exactly coordinated. Leaving aside the rest of Leibniz’s theory and 
looking just at the mind-body problem, we can restate his solution as a form of what is 
called parallelism. His “pre-established harmony” between monads can now be viewed 
as the somewhat strange theory that our mental lives and the movements of our bodies 
are exactly coordinated (so that I feel pain when you step on my toe and so that my hand 
goes up just when I “decide” that it should). Yet there is no causal interaction between 
them whatsoever. It is like the sound and visual tracks of a movie film, moving along 
exactly parallel but never in fact interacting. (That is, the character who appears to be 
talking in the movie does not cause the sounds that you hear as if he or she were pro- 
ducing them. The sounds are actually produced separately and would continue even if 
the projector bulb burned out and the figure on the screen disappeared altogether.) Of 
course, to accept this theory you must also accept the considerable metaphysical and 
theological supports that it requires. If you don’t believe in a God who could set up this 
complex system, there is absolutely no way of explaining the remarkable coordination 
of mind and body. Even if you do believe in God, you may well think that the mind- 
body problem requires some more plausible and secular solution. 

Spinoza’s theory need not be kept in the “one substance” metaphysics that he used 
to present it. In fact, much the same theory was defended only a few years ago by 
Bertrand Russell, without reference to the metaphysical notion of substance at all. Rus- 
sell said, as Spinoza had said centuries before, that mind and body, mental events and 
physical changes, were different aspects of one and the same “something.” For Spinoza, 
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the “something” was “the one substance” and the aspects were what he called “attrib- 
utes.” Russell claimed only that our experiences and ideas were one aspect of some 
events or activities of which the various chemical reactions of the brain were another as- 
pect. Accordingly, the theory has often been called the dual aspect theory, whether or 
not it is specifically addressed to the problem of substances and their attributes. Since 
we are now talking about two “aspects” of the same thing rather than two different 
things, the problem of interaction doesn’t arise. But, as we complained before, this only 
hides the problem rather than solves it. What is this mysterious “something” of which 
mind and body are merely “aspects”? It is neither brain nor mind, so what could it be? 
By the nature of the case, we can’t find out, which leaves us with the equally embar- 
rassing question, “How could one and the same thing have such different aspects?” You 
might say, “Well, a hot coal has both ‘aspects’ of being heavy and being hot.” But that 
we can explain. What are we to say of a “something” that is neither brain nor mind but 
both? 


+ Outline the various solutions to the mind-body problem 
(e.g., causal interactionism, parallelism, dual aspect the- 


ory). 


C. THE REJECTION OF DUALISM 


If the problem is dualism, then perhaps the answer is the rejection of dualism. Of 
course, we still have to account for the obvious facts of the case: that we feel something 
when certain things happen to our bodies, that we do something when we mentally de- 
cide to. But philosophers of recent years—and nearly all psychologists—have taken a 
dim view toward dualism in all of the above forms. 

A first, still timid step towards eliminating dualism consists of minimizing, though 
not rejecting, the mental side of dualism. This theory is usually called epiphenomenal- 
ism, and William James was one of its best-known defenders. Epiphenomenalism al- 
lows for causal interaction, but only in one direction. Bodies and changes in bodies 
cause mental events. You might think of a boiler system or automobile engine equipped 
with various gauges to tell us how the machine is functioning at any given time. The 
machine works on, registering certain results on the attached gauges. But notice that the 
gauge is relatively unimportant to the working of the machine. In fact, the gauge can 
break and the machine can function for years. What is the significance of such a theory? 
Many philosophers and psychologists are interested primarily in the continuity of phys- 
ical and physiological laws without the problematic disruption of mysterious “mental 
causes.” For them, such a theory allows them to concentrate wholly on the physical side 
of the matter and ignore “the mind” completely. If an objection is raised one can always 
insist: “Oh, I’m not denying that you feel something too.” But this is an unimportant de- 
tail, a side-product, an epiphenomenon, that need not be taken all that seriously. 


+ Does epiphenomenalism solve the problem of dualism? Why 
or why not? 
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1. Radical Behaviorism 


Epiphenomenalism is a timid rejection of dualism. It doesn’t actually reject dualism, 
but it minimizes one half the duality. Other forms of attack are not so timid. In psychol- 
ogy, many authors have long accepted that all talk of “the mental” is a hopeless tangle 
of confusions that, by the nature of the case, cannot be resolved through any experiment 
whatsoever. (That is, only one person could observe the results of the experiment in any 
given case, and the very nature of a scientific experiment is that it must be observable by 
anyone.) Accordingly, many psychologists have followed the American theorist John 
Watson in practicing what they call behaviorism. 

Today the best-known behaviorist is the late psychologist B. F. Skinner.’ Be- 
haviorism, as a form of science, refuses to even consider any events that cannot be pub- 
licly witnessed. That immediately and logically excludes mental events. Behaviorism is 
primarily a scientific method and need not deny the existence of mental events. Most 
behaviorists, however, have gone beyond the method—which only says that they will 
not scientifically study such events—and have done a bit of metaphysics as well; they 
also deny that there can be any mental events. Watson, for example, goes so far as to 
suggest that belief in consciousness goes back to the ancient days of superstition and 
magic. He insists that any good behaviorist can catch the average undergraduate student 
in a mess of tongue-tied contradictions but concludes from this not that our concept of 
consciousness is complicated and confused but rather that there could not possibly be any 
such thing. His argument is self-consciously “scientific,” the alternative to which is be- 
ing a mere “savage and still believing in magic.” His test is simply whether the soul 
(philosophers and psychologists often shift too easily between “soul” and “conscious- 
ness”) can be experienced; “no one has ever touched a soul, or seen one in a test tube, or 
has in any other way come into relationship with it as he has with the other objects of 
his daily experience.”8 Thus Watson shifts from his view as a scientist, able to write 
about only what he can measure and observe, to a view as a metaphysician, insisting that 
there cannot be any such thing as consciousness and that no rational person should be- 
lieve that there is. 


+ In denying the legitimacy of anything that cannot be “pub- 
licly witnessed,” how has behaviorism rejected dualism? 
+ Do you think behaviorism is a sensible scientific program? 


2. Logical Behaviorism 


Philosophers too have turned to behaviorism as a way of escaping the problems of 
Cartesian dualism. Oxford philosopher Gilbert Ryle, following some suggestions by 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, established a new form of behaviorism—logical behaviorism— 
in his book The Concept of Mind (1949). Its first chapter is appropriately called 
“Descartes’ Myth.” First he describes what he calls “the official doctrine”: 


’Selections by B. F. Skinner can be found in Chapter 7 on pages 482-486. 


£John Watson, Behaviorism, New York: Norton, 1930 
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FROM THE CONCEPT OF MIND 
BY GILBERT RYLE? 


There is a doctrine about the nature and place of minds which is so prevalent 
among theorists and even among laymen that it deserves to be described as the 
official theory. Most philosophers, psychologists and religious teachers subscribe, 
with minor reservations, to its main articles and, although they admit certain theo- 
retical difficulties in it, they tend to assume that these can be overcome without se- 
rious modifications being made to the architecture of the theory. It will be argued 
here that the central principles of the doctrine are unsound and conflict with the 
whole body of what we know about minds when we are not speculating about 
them. 

The official doctrine, which hails chiefly from Descartes, is something like this. 
With the doubtful exceptions of idiots and infants in arms every human being has 
both a body and a mind. Some would prefer to say that every human being has both 
a body and a mind. His body and his mind are ordinarily harnessed together, but 
after the death of the body his mind may continue to exist and function. 

Human bodies are in space and are subject to the mechanical laws which govern 
all other bodies in space. Bodily processes and states can be inspected by external 
observers. So a man’s bodily life is as much a public affair as are the lives of ani- 
mals and reptiles and even as the careers of trees, crystals and plants. 

But minds are not in space, nor are their operations subject to mechanical laws. 
The workings of one mind are not witnessable by other observers; its career is pri- 
vate. Only I can take direct cognisance of the states and processes of my own mind. 
A person therefore lives through two collateral histories, one consisting of what 
happens in and to his body, the other consisting of what happens in and to his mind. 
The first is public, the second private. The events in the first history are events in 
the physical world, those in the second are events in the mental world. 

It has been disputed whether a person does or can directly monitor all or only 
some of the episodes of his own private history; but, according to the official doc- 
trine, of at least some of these episodes he has direct and unchallengeable cogni- 
sance. In consciousness, self-consciousness and introspection he is directly and 
authentically apprised of the present states and operations of his mind. He may 
have great or small uncertainties about concurrent and adjacent episodes in the 
physical world, but he can have none about at least part of what is momentarily oc- 
cupying his mind. 

It is customary to express this bifurcation of his two lives and of his two worlds 
by saying that the things and events which belong to the physical world, including 
his own body, are external, while the workings of his own mind are internal. This 
antithesis of outer and inner is of course meant to be construed as a metaphor, since 
minds, not being in space, could not be described as being spatially inside anything 
else, or as having things going on spatially inside themselves. But relapses from 


9Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, London: Hutchinson, 1949. Reprinted with permission of Taylor and 
Francis, London. 


400 CHAPTER 6 @ MIND AND BODY 


this good intention are common and theorists are found speculating how stimuli, 
the physical sources of which are yards or miles outside a person’s skin, can gener- 
ate mental responses inside his skull, or how decisions framed inside his cranium 
can set going movements of his extremities. 

Even when “inner” and “outer” are construed as metaphors, the problem of how a 
person’s mind and body influence one another is notoriously charged with 
theoretical difficulties. What the mind wills, the legs, arms and the tongue execute; 
what affects the ear and the eye has something to do with what the mind perceives; 
grimaces and smiles betray the mind’s moods and bodily castigations lead, it is 
hoped, to moral improvement. But the actual transactions between the episodes of 
the private history and those of the public history remain mysterious, since by defini- 
tion they can belong to neither series. They could not be reported among the happen- 
ings described in a person’s autobiography of his inner life, but nor could they be re- 
ported among those described in someone else’s biography of that person’s overt 
career. They can be inspected neither by introspection nor by laboratory experiment. 
They are theoretical shuttlecocks which are forever being bandied from the physiolo- 
gist back to the psychologist and from the psychologist back to the physiologist. 

Underlying this partly metaphorical representation of the bifurcation of a per- 
son’s two lives there is a seemingly more profound and philosophical assumption. It 
is assumed that there are two different kinds of existence or status. What exists or 
happens may have the status of physical existence, or it may have the status of men- 
tal existence. Somewhat as the faces of coins are either heads or tails, or somewhat 
as living creatures are either male or female, so, it is supposed, some existing is 
physical existing, other existing is mental existing. It is a necessary feature of what 
has physical existence that it is in space and time; it is a necessary feature of what 
has mental existence that it is in time but not in space. What has physical existence 
is composed of matter, or else is a function of matter; what has mental existence 
consists of consciousness, or else is a function of consciousness. 

eee 

What sort of knowledge can be secured of the workings of a mind? On the one 
side, according to the official theory, a person has direct knowledge of the best 
imaginable kind of the workings of his own mind, Mental states and processes are 
(or are normally) conscious states and processes, and the consciousness which irra- 
diates them can engender no illusions and leaves the door open for no doubts. A 
person’s present thinkings, feelings and willings, his perceivings, rememberings 
and imaginings are intrinsically “phosphorescent”; their existence and their nature 
are inevitably betrayed to their owner. The inner life is a stream of consciousness of 
such a sort that it would be absurd to suggest that the mind whose life is that stream 
might be unaware of what is passing down it. 

eee 

On the other side, one person has no direct access of any sort to the events of the 
inner life of another. He cannot do better than make problematic inferences from 
the observed behaviour of the other person’s body to the states of mind which, by 

analogy from his own conduct, he supposes to be signalised by that behaviour. Di- 
rect access to the workings of a mind is the privilege of that mind itself: in default 
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of such privileged access, the workings of one mind are inevitably occult to every- 
one else. For the supposed arguments from bodily movements similar to their own 
to mental workings similar to their own would lack any possibility of observational 
corroboration. Not unnaturally, therefore, an adherent of the official theory finds it 
difficult to resist this consequence of his premises, that he has no good reason to 
believe that there do exist minds other than his own. Even if he prefers to believe 
that to other human bodies there are harnessed minds not unlike his own, he cannot 
claim to be able to discover their individual characteristics, or the particular things 
that they undergo and do. Absolute solitude is on this showing the ineluctable des- 
tiny of the soul. Only our bodies can meet. 


Then, in section 2, Ryle argues that the “official doctrine” is “absurd” and is based upon 
what he calls “a category mistake”: 


Such in outline is the official theory. I shall often speak of it with deliberate abu- 
siveness, as “the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine.” I hope to prove that it is en- 
tirely false, and false not in detail but in principle. It is not merely an assemblage of 
particular mistakes. It is one big mistake and a mistake of a special kind. It is, 
namely, a category-mistake. It represents the facts of mental life as if they belonged 
to one logical type of category (or range of types or categories), when they actually 
belong to another. The dogma is therefore a philosopher's myth. In attempting to 
explode the myth I shall probably be taken to be denying well-known facts about 
the mental life of human beings, and my plea that I aim to do nothing more than 
rectify the logic of mental-conduct concepts will probably be disallowed as mere 
subterfuge. 

I must first indicate what is meant by the phrase “Category-mistake.” This I do 
in a series of illustrations. 

A foreigner visiting Oxford or Cambridge for the first time is shown a number of 
colleges, libraries, playing fields, museums, scientific departments and 
administrative offices. He then asks “But where is the university? I have seen where 
the members of the Colleges live, where the Registrar works, where the scientists 
experiment and the rest. But I have not yet seen the University in which reside and 
work the members of your University.” It has then to be explained to him that the 
University is not another collateral institution, some ulterior counterpart to the col- 
leges, laboratories and offices which he has seen. The University is just the way in 
which all that he has already seen is organized. When they are seen and when their 
coordination is understood, the University has been seen. His mistake lay in his in- 
nocent assumption that it was correct to speak of Christ Church, the Bodleian Li- 
brary, the Ashmolean Museum and the University, to speak, that is, as if “the 
University” stood for an extra member of the class of which these other units are 
members. He was mistakenly allocating the University to the same category as that 
to which the other institutions belong. 

eee 

One more illustration. A foreigner watching his first game of cricket learns what 

are the functions of the bowlers, the batsmen, the fielders, the umpires and the 
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scorers. He then says “But there is no one left on the field to contribute the famous 
element of team-spirit. I see who does the bowling, the batting and the wicket- 
keeping; but I do not see whose role it is to exercise esprit de corps.” Once more, it 
would have to be explained that he was looking for the wrong type of thing. Team- 
spirit is not another cricketing-operation supplementary to all of the other special 
tasks. It is, roughly, the keenness with which each of the special tasks is performed, 
and performing a task keenly is not performing two tasks. Certainly exhibiting 
team-spirit is not the same thing as bowling or catching, but nor is it a third thing 
such that we can say that the bowler first bowls and then exhibits team-spirit or that 
a fielder is at a given moment either catching or displaying esprit de corps. 

These illustrations of category-mistakes have a common feature which must be 
noticed. The mistakes were made by people who did not know how to wield the 
concepts University . . . and team-spirit. Their puzzles arose from inability to use 
certain items in the English vocabulary. 


A category mistake, in general, is mistaking one type of thing for another. For example, 
it would be a category mistake to ask, “what color is the number 3?” The philosophi- 
cally interesting mistakes, of course, are neither so obvious nor so silly as the above ex- 
amples. They are mistakes made when we try to think abstractly. Most important are the 
category mistakes that philosophers make when they talk about “the mind”: 


My destructive purpose is to show that a family of radical category-mistakes is the 
source of the double-life theory. The representation of a person as a ghost mysteri- 
ously ensconced in a machine derives from this argument. Because, as is true, a 
person’s thinking, feeling and purposive doing cannot be described solely in the id- 
ioms of physics, chemistry and physiology, therefore they must be described in 
counterpart idioms. As the human body is a complex organised unit, so the human 
mind must be another complex organized unit, though one made of a different sort 
of stuff and with a different sort of structure. Or, again, as the human body, like any 
other parcel of matter, is a field of causes and effects, so the mind must be another 
field of causes and effects, though not (Heaven be praised) mechanical causes and 
effects. 


This disastrous category mistake, which Ryle attributes primarily to Descartes, is think- 
ing that “the mind” and its events are some strange and mysteriously private sort of 
thing behind our behavior, when, in fact, mind is the pattern of our behavior and not 
“behind” behavior at all. 


When two terms belong to the same category, it is proper to construct conjunctive 
propositions embodying them. Thus a purchaser may say that he bought a left-hand 
glove and a right-hand glove, but not that he bought a left-hand glove, a right-hand 
glove and a pair of gloves. “She came home in a flood of tears and a sedan-chair” is 
a well-known joke based on the absurdity of conjoining terms of different types. It 
would have been equally ridiculous to construct the disjunction “She came home 
either in a flood of tears or else in a sedan-chair.” Now the dogma of the Ghost in 


The phrase “there 
occur mental 
processes” does 
not mean the same 
sort of thing as 
“there occur phys- 
ical processes,” 
and, therefore... 
it makes no sense 
to conjoin or dis- 
join the two. 
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the Machine does just this. It maintains that there exist 
both bodies and minds; that there occur physical 
processes and mental processes; that there are mechan- 
ical causes of corporeal movements and mental causes 
of corporeal movements. I shall argue that these and 
other analogous conjunctions are absurd; but, it must 
be noticed, the argument will not show that either of 
the illegitimately conjoined propositions is absurd in it- 
self. I am not, for example, denying that there occur 
mental processes. Doing long division is a mental 
process and so is making a joke. But I am saying that 
the phrase “there occur mental processes” does not 
mean the same sort of thing as “there occur physical 
processes,” and, therefore, that it makes no sense to 
conjoin or disjoin the two. 


The key to Ryle’s analysis is what he calls a disposition. A disposition is a tendency 
for something to happen given certain conditions. For example, we say that “if the lever 
is disturbed, the mousetrap will snap closed.” The key is the “if. . . then” (or “hypothet- 
ical”) form of the statement. Ryle explains this in the following way: 


There are at least two quite different senses in which an occurrence is said to be 
“explained”; and there are correspondingly at least two quite different senses in 
which we ask “why” it occurred and two quite different senses in which we say that 
it happened “because” so and so was the case. The first sense is the causal sense. To 
ask why the glass broke is to ask what caused it to break, and we explain, in this 
sense, the fracture of the glass when we report that a stone hit it. The “because” 
clause in the explanation reports an event, namely the event which stood to the frac- 
ture of the glass as cause to effect. 

But very frequently we look for and get explanations of occurrences in another 


sense of “explanation.” We ask why the glass shivered when struck by the stone and 
we get the answer that it was because the glass was brittle. Now “brittle” is a dispo- 
sitional adjective; that is to say, to describe the glass as brittle is to assert a general 
hypothetical proposition about the glass. So when we say that the glass broke when 
struck because it was brittle, the “because” clause does not report a happening or a 
cause; it states a law-like proposition. People commonly say of explanations of this 
second kind that they give the “reason” for the glass breaking when struck. 

How does the law-like general hypothetical proposition work? It says, roughly, 
that the glass, if sharply struck or twisted, etc. would not dissolve or stretch or evap- 
orate but fly into fragments. The matter of fact that the glass did at a particular mo- 
ment fly into fragments, when struck by a particular stone, is explained, in this 
sense of “explain,” when the first happening, namely the impact of the stone, 
satisfies the protasis of the general hypothetical proposition, and when the second 
happening, namely the fragmentation of the glass, satisfies its apodosis. 
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He then applies this concept of disposition to his analysis of “mind.” (This occupies him 
for most of his book.) The main idea is this: Everything “mental” is really a disposition 
to behave in certain ways. Consider, for example, his brief analysis of acting from 
vanity: 


The statement “he boasted from vanity” ought, on one view, to be construed as say- 
ing that “he boasted and the cause of his boasting was the occurrence in him of a 
particular feeling or impulse of vanity.” On the other view, it is to be construed as 
saying “he boasted on meeting the stranger and his doing so satisfies the law-like 
proposition that whenever he finds a chance of securing the admiration and envy of 
others, he does whatever he thinks will produce this admiration and envy.” 


Then the general argument: 


To say that a person knows something, or aspires to be something, is not 

to say that he is at a particular moment in process of doing or undergoing anything, 
but that he is able to do certain things, when the need arises, or that he is prone to 
do and feel certain things in situations of certain sorts. . . . 

Abandonment of the two-worlds legend involves the abandonment of the idea 
that there is a locked door and a still to be discovered key. Those human actions and 
reactions, those spoken and unspoken utterances, those tones of voice, facial ex- 
pressions and gestures, which have always been the data of all the other students of 
men, have, after all, been the right and the only manifestations to study. They and 
they alone have merited, but fortunately not received, the grandiose title “mental 
phenomena.” 


Ryle’s (and Wittgenstein’s) logical behaviorism differs from the radical behaviorism 
of the psychologists in that it is not a theory about behavior and its causes so much as 
it is a theory about the language of mind, about the meaning of “mentalistic” terms 
such as “wants,” “believes,” “hurts,” “loves,” “feels,” and “thinks.” Ryle’s basic thesis, 
stripped of his polemic against “the ghost in the machine,” is that applying a mental 
term—attributing a mental property to a person—is logically equivalent to saying that 
the person will act in a certain way. The advantage of this is that it eliminates all myste- 
rious things mental by translating the mental terminology into statements about behav- 
ior, not “inner events.” Instead of thinking of love as “a feeling deep inside,” for exam- 
ple, the logical behaviorist would say, unromantically perhaps, that “John loves Mary” 
means that John will be with Mary every chance he gets, he will buy her flowers if flowers 
are available, he will take her to the movies if she utters the stimulating words, “Let’s go 
to the movies!” As you can see from this example, the number of acts and possible acts 
involved in the translation of a mentalistic term can be indefinitely large, since, in vari- 
ous circumstances and with various opportunities, a person in love might do almost any- 
thing. (The case is not so complicated, usually, with such mental predicates as “is thirsty” 
and “has an itch.”) But however complicated the translation from mental language to be- 
havioral disposition, the problem of dualism does not arise. The causal interaction be- 
tween mind and body has been reformulated as the causal connection between a physi- 
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cal state—a disposition to behave in certain ways—and the actual consequent behavior. 
Saying “he will marry her because he loves her” is therefore no more metaphysically 
problematic than saying “the glass will break because it is brittle.” 

There is a problem with all forms of behaviorism—both radical and logical. How- 
ever tempting such a theory might be when we are studying other people at a distance, 
it seems utterly absurd when we try to think behavioristically while talking to a friend 
or listening to someone talk to us. And behaviorism becomes pure nonsense in one’s 
own case, when we are trying to understand and talk about our own mental states. My 
pain is not the same as my behavior, and no matter how easy it may be for you to infer 
from my behavior that I am in pain, that is certainly not how / know that I am in pain, 
and it is not what I mean by my report, “I am in pain.” Indeed, when I tell you “I am in 
pain,” I am not predicting my behavior. I am telling you what I feel, quite apart from 
anything I might do. Whatever the logic of mental language, that undeniable feeling 
seems to remind us that behaviorism, however therapeutic in psychology and however 
powerful as an antidote to Cartesianism, cannot be the whole story. Watson’s behavior- 
ism helped correct an absurd amount of mentalistic theorizing about the behavior of 
animals (“the rat is trying to figure out how to get the door open”). So too, Ryle’s be- 
haviorism is a vital challenge to the too-easy supposition that our “minds” are ghostly 
containers filled with equally ghostly entities and processes. But as an alternative ac- 
count of the mind, behaviorism inevitably bangs up against that ultimate mark of the 
mental, Descartes’ “I think.” There is no way you can think consistently that you never 
think or think that your thinking is nothing but your tendency to behave. As one of Wat- 
son’s early critics commented, “What behaviorism shows is that psychologists do not 
always think very well, not that they don’t think at all.” 

The rejection of dualism need not be a rejection of the mental side of the duality, al- 
though that is the obvious preference of most scientists. We have seen at least one philoso- 
pher, however, who escapes the problems of Cartesian dualism by rejecting the physical 
side of the problem. That is Bishop Berkeley, who quite clearly, in attacking Locke and 
defending his own “subjective idealism,” provides a radical solution to the mind-body 
problem as well. His theory is that there are only minds and their ideas, no physical bod- 
ies. Therefore, there is no problem of interaction. He too (like Leibniz), however, needs 
God to hold his system together. But idealism has not been as rare an answer to the mind- 
body problem as you might think, although we see little of it nowadays. The religious ide- 
alists of the past century, in the United States as well as in England and Europe, were so 
powerful that they virtually ruled philosophy for a number of decades. 


+ How has dualism committed a “category mistake,” accord- 
ing to Ryle? Do you think our use of “mind” is akin to our 
use of “university”? 

e Can the mind be described in dispositional terms? How 
does doing so avoid making the mind a substance? 


3. The Identity Theory 


The most powerful and most plausible rejection of dualism, however, consists neither of 
denying consciousness nor of denying physical bodies. To deny dualism by denying 
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mind or body strikes us as a bit simple-minded. There is a better way. Why not say that 
there are not two things at all, as there appear to be, but only one. In other words, mind 
and body, or more accurately, mental events and certain bodily events (presumably 
brain events) are identical. This theory, accordingly, is called the identity theory, and it 
once was one of the hottest controversies in American philosophy. You can see that it 
was anticipated, in a sense, by Spinoza and Russell with their dual aspect theory. But 
the identity theory, unlike the others, tries to tie itself as closely as possible with current 
scientific research, and although it is not a scientific theory itself, it will allow no such 
mysterious “something” such as we found in Spinoza and Russell. Accordingly, it is 
usually considered a form of materialism (although it does not deny the existence— 
only the ontological independence—of mental events). 

The identity theory says that there are mental events, but they are identical to—the 
same thing as—certain physical events, that is, processes in the brain. Unlike behavior- 
ism (radical or logical), the identity theory does not deny that mentalistic terms refer to 
something. The identity theory rather denies dualism by insisting that what mentalistic 
terms such as “wants,” “believes,” and “loves” refer to is not only some further unspeci- 
fiable mental state; it is also a neurological process that scientists, someday, will be able 
to specify precisely. Dualism is eliminated because there are no longer two things to in- 
teract; there is just a single event, a mental-neurological event, which can be described 
in either of two ways, in either of two quite different languages. One can (truthfully) 
say, “I have a headache” or, if one knows an extensive amount of neurology, one could 
just as well say, “such and such (the details are not for a philosophy book) is going on 
in my brain.” 

The following essay is one of the classic statements of the identity theory by Aus- 
tralian philosopher J. J. C. Smart. 


FROM ““SENSATIONS AND BRAIN PROCESSES” 
BY J. J. C. SMART!O 


It seems to me that science is increasingly giving us a viewpoint whereby organ- 
isms are able to be seen as physico-chemical mechanisms: it seems that even the 
behavior of man himself will one day be explicable in mechanistic terms. There 
does seem to be, so far as science is concerned, nothing in the world but increas- 
ingly complex arrangements of physical constituents. All except for one place: in 
consciousness. That is, for a full description of what is going on in a man you 
would have to mention not only the physical processes in his tissue, glands, nervous 
system, and so forth, but also his states of consciousness: his visual, auditory, and 
tactual sensations, his aches and pains. That these should be correlated with brain 
processes does not help, for to say that they are correlated is to say that they are 
something “over and above.” You cannot correlate something with itself. You corre- 
late footprints with burglars, but not Bill Sikes the burglar with Bill Sikes the bur- 


10J, J. C. Smart, “Sensations and Brain Processes,” in Philosophical Review 68 (1959): 141-56. Copyright 
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glar. So sensations, states of consciousness, do seem to be the one sort of thing left 
outside the physicalist picture, and for various reasons I just cannot believe that this 
can be so. That everything should be explicable in terms of physics (together of 
course with descriptions of the ways in which the parts are put together—roughly, 
biology is to physics as radio-engineering is to electromagnetism) except the occur- 
rence of sensations seems to me to be frankly unbelievable. Such sensations would 
be “nomological danglers,” to use Feigl’s expression. It is not often realized how 
odd would be the laws whereby these nomological danglers would dangle. It is 
sometimes asked, “Why can’t there be psycho-physical laws which are of a novel 
sort, just as the laws of electricity and magnetism were novelties from the stand- 
point of Newtonian mechanics?” Certainly we are pretty sure in the future to come 
across new ultimate laws of a novel type, but I expect them to relate simple con- 
stituents: for example, whatever ultimate particles are then in vogue. I cannot be- 
lieve that ultimate laws of nature could relate simple constituents to configurations 
consisting of perhaps billions of neurons (and goodness knows how many billion 
billions of ultimate particles) all put together for all the world as though their main 
purpose in life was to be a negative feedback mechanism of a complicated sort. 
Such ultimate laws would be like nothing so far known in science. They have a 
queer “smell” to them. I am just unable to believe in the nomological danglers 
themselves, or in the laws whereby they would dangle. If any philosophical argu- 
ments seemed to compel us to believe in such things, I would suspect a catch in the 
argument. In any case it is the object of this paper to show that there are no philo- 
sophical arguments which compel us to be dualists. 
eee 

Why should sensations just be brain processes of a certain sort? There are, of 
course, well-known (as well as lesser-known) philosophical objections to the view 
that reports of sensations are reports of brain-processes, but I shall try to argue that 
these arguments are by no means as cogent as is commonly thought to be the case. 

Let me first try to state more accurately the thesis that sensations are brain 
processes. It is not the thesis that, for example, “after-image” or “ache” means the 
same as “brain process of sort X” (where “X” is replaced by a description of a cer- 
tain sort of brain process). It is that, in so far as “after-image” or “ache” is a report 
of a process, it is a report of a process that happens to be a brain process. It follows 

that the thesis does not claim that sensation statements 


Sensations are can be translated into statements about brain 


nothin g over processes. Nor does it claim that the logic of a sensa- 
f tion statement is the same as that of a brain-process 
and above brain statement. All it claims is that in so far as a sensation 
processes. statement is a report of something, that something is in 
fact a brain process. Sensations are nothing over and 
above brain processes. Nations are nothing “over and above” citizens, but this does 
not prevent the logic of nation statements being very different from the logic of citi- 
zen statements, nor does it insure the translatability of nation statements into citizen 
statements. (I do not, however, wish to assert that the relation of sensation state- 
ments to brain-process statements is very like that of nation statements to citizen 
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statements. Nations do not just happen to be nothing over and above citizens, for 
example. I bring in the “nations” example merely to make a negative point: that the 
fact that the logic of A-statements is different from that of B-statements does not in- 
sure that A’s are anything over and above B’s.) 

Remarks on identity (When I say that a sensation is a brain process or that light- 
ning is an electric discharge, I am using “is” in the sense of strict identity. Just as in 
the—in this case necessary—proposition “7 is identical with the smallest prime 
number greater than 5.”) When I say that a sensation is a brain process or that light- 
ning is an electric discharge I do not mean just that the sensation is somehow spa- 
tially or temporally continuous with the brain process or that the lightning is just 
spatially or temporally continuous with the discharge. When on the other hand I say 
that the successful general is the same person as the small boy who stole the apples 
I mean only that the successful general I see before me is a time slice of the same 
four-dimensional object of which the small boy stealing apples is an earlier time 
slice. However, the four-dimensional object which has the general-I-see-before-me 
for its late time slice is identical in the strict sense with the four-dimensional object 
which has the small-boy-stealing-apples for an early time slice. I distinguish these 
two senses of “is identical with” because I wish to make it clear that the brain- 
process doctrine asserts identity in the strict sense. 


As compatible as the identity theory may seem with contemporary science and as 
plausible as it may seem as a way of rejecting dualism without rejecting the obvious 
facts about feelings and thinking, the identity theory too runs up against its share of 
paradoxes. The idea that one thing (a brain event = a mental event) can be referred to 
and described in two different languages sounds plausible and impressive. But, in this 
case, the two languages are so very different that there is very good reason to suppose 
that the thing(s) they refer to is/are very different as well. To pursue this line of criti- 
cism, here is a reevaluation of the identity theory by the American philosopher Jerome 
Shaffer. 


AGAINST THE IDENTITY THEORY 
BY JEROME SHAFFER!! 


The sense of “identity” relevant here is that in which we say, for example, that the 
morning star is “identical” with the evening star. It is not that the expression “morn- 
ing star” means the same as the expression “evening star”; on the contrary, these ex- 
pressions mean something different. But the object referred to by the two 
expressions is one and the same; there is just one heavenly body, namely, Venus, 
which when seen in the morning is called the morning star and when seen in the 
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evening is called the evening star. The morning star is identical with the evening 
Star; they are one and the same object.!2 

Of course, the identity of the mental with the physical is not exactly of this sort, 
since it is held to be simultaneous identity rather than the identity of a thing at one 
time with the same thing at a later time. To take a closer example, one can say that 
lightning is a particularly massive electrical discharge from one cloud to another or 
to the earth. Not that the word “lightning” means “a particularly massive electrical 
discharge . . .”; when Benjamin Franklin discovered that lightning was electrical, he 
did not make a discovery about the meaning of words. Nor when it was discovered 
that water was H,O was a discovery made about the meanings of words; yet water 
is identical with H,O. 

In a similar fashion, the identity theorist can hold that thoughts, feelings, 
wishes, and the like are identical with physical states. Not “identical” in the sense 
that mentalistic terms are synonymous in meaning with physicalistic terms but 
“identical” in the sense that the actual events picked out by mentalistic terms are 
one and the same events as those picked out by physicalistic terms. 

eee 

What are the advantages of the identity theory? As a form of materialism, it does 
not have to cope with a world which has in it both mental phenomena and physical 
phenomena, and it does not have to ponder how they might be related. There exist 
only the physical phenomena, although there do exist two different ways of talking 
about such phenomena: physicalistic terminology and, in at least some situations, 
mentalistic terminology. We have here a dualism of language, but not a dualism of 
entities, events or properties. 

But do we have merely a dualism of languages and no other sort of dualism? In 
the case of Venus, we do indeed have only one object, but the expression “morning 
star” picks out one phase of that object’s history, where it is in the mornings, and 
the expression “evening star” picks out another phase of the object’s history, where 
it is in the evenings. If that object did not have these two distinct aspects, it would 
not have been a discovery that the morning star and the evening star were indeed 
one and the same body, and, further, there would be no point to the different ways 
of referring to it. 

Now it would be admitted by identity theorists that physicalistic and mentalistic 
terms do not refer to different phases in the history of one and the same object. 
What sort of identity is intended? Let us turn to an allegedly closer analogy, that of 
the identity of lightning and a particular sort of electrical phenomenon. Yet here 
again we have two distinguishable aspects, the appearance to the naked eye on the 
one hand and the physical composition on the other. And this is also not the kind of 
identity which is plausible for mental and physical events. The appearance to the 
naked eye of a neurological event is utterly different from the experience of having 
a thought or a pain. 


'2Both refer to the planet Venus, one as seen in the morning, the other at night. But it took many years for this 
identity to be discovered. 
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It is sometimes suggested that the physical aspect results from looking at a par- 
ticular event “from the outside,” whereas the mental results from looking at the 
same event “from the inside.” When the brain surgeon observes my brain he is 
looking at it from the outside, whereas when I experience a mental event Iam 
“looking” at my brain “from the inside.” 

Such an account gives us only a misleading analogy, rather than an accurate 
characterization of the relationship between the mental and the physical. The anal- 
ogy suggests the difference between a man who knows his own house from the in- 
side, in that he is free to move about within, seeing objects from different 
perspectives, touching them, etc., but can never get outside to see how it looks from 
there, and a man who cannot get inside and therefore knows only the outside ap- 
pearance of the house, and perhaps what he can glimpse through the windows. But 
what does this have to do with the brain? Am I free to roam about inside my brain, 
observing what the brain surgeon may never see? Is not the “inner” aspect of my 
brain far more accessible to the brain surgeon than to me? He has the X rays, 
probes, electrodes, scalpels, and scissors for getting at the inside of my brain. If it 
is replied that this is only an analogy, not to be taken literally, then the question 
still remains how the mental and the physical are related. 

eee 

One of the leading identity theorists, J. J. C. Smart, holds that mentalistic dis- 
course is simply a vaguer, more indefinite way of talking about what could be | 
talked about more precisely by using physiological terms. If I report a red afterim- À 
age, I mean (roughly) that something is going on which is like what goes on when I 
really see a red patch. I do not actually mean that a particular sort of brain process 
is occurring, but when I say something is going on I refer (very vaguely, to be sure) 
to just that brain process. Thus the thing referred to in my report of an afterimage is 
a brain process. Hence there is no need to bring in any nonphysical features. Thus 
even the taint of dualism is avoided. 

Does this ingenious attempt to evade dualistic implications stand up under phi- 
losophical scrutiny? I am inclined to think it will not. Let us return to the man re- 
porting the red afterimage. He was aware of the occurrence of something or other, 
of some feature or other. Now it seems to me obvious that he was not necessarily ' 
aware of the state of his brain at that time (I doubt that most of us are ever aware of | 
the state of our brain) nor, in general, necessarily aware of any physical features of 
his body at that time. He might, of course, have been incidentally aware of some i 
physical feature but not insofar as he was aware of the red afterimage as such. Yet 
he was definitely aware of something, or else how could he have made that report? 
So he must have been aware of some non-physical feature. That is the only way of 
explaining how he was aware of anything at all. 

Of course, the thing that our reporter of the afterimage was aware of might well 
have had further features which he was not aware of, particularly, in this connec- 
tion, physical features. I may be aware of certain features of an object without be- 
ing aware of others. So it is not ruled out that the event our reporter is aware of 
might be an event with predominantly physical features—he just does not notice 
those. But he must be aware of some of its features, or else it would not be proper 
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to say he was aware of that event. And if he is not aware of any physical features, 
he must be aware of something else. And that shows that we cannot get rid of those 
nonphysical features in the way that Smart suggests. 
eee 

If by X rays or some other means we were able to see every event which oc- 
curred in the brain, we would never get a glimpse of a thought. If, to resort to fan- 
tasy, we could so enlarge a brain or so shrink ourselves that we could wander freely 
through the brain, we would still never observe a thought. All we could ever ob- 
serve in the brain would be the physical events which occur in it. If mental events 
had location in the brain, there should be some means of detecting them there. But 
of course there is none. The very idea of it is senseless. 


+ Is the identity theory of mind a form of materialism? How 
does it differ? How does it differ from epiphenomenalism? 

+ How could psychophysics describe your experience of pain 
or of seeing red? Do you think that psychophysics could 
fully capture what it is like to have these experiences? Does 
the identity theorist claim to capture your experience of pain 
when he describes it in terms of physical laws? 

+ What does the Smart mean when he claims, “sensations are 
nothing over and above brain processes”? What does he 
mean by “strict identity”? 

+ How are mental properties different than physical proper- 
ties? Does this show that they cannot be identical? 


Shaffer disagrees with the identity theory, but both his presentation and his criticism 
of it are central to ongoing debate. In defending the identity theory, it is most important 
to stress that the identity of brain processes and thoughts is an empirical identity, that is, 
an identity that must be discovered through experiment and experience. It is not a logi- 
cal identity, as if the two terms “brain process” and “thought” are synonymous. The 
latter suggestion is obviously false, and modern defenders of the identity theory are al- 
ways emphasizing that future neurophysiological research will prove them right. Shaf- 
fer’s criticism, however, is based on a principle that must be distinguished from the 
all-too-easy attack on the logical identity suggestion. The principle is that if two things 
are identical, then they must have all the same properties. But, Shaffer argues, no 
amount of research could possibly show that brain processes and thought have the same 
properties. Most importantly, brain processes take place in the brain and can be traced 
like any other physical processes; thoughts, on the other hand, have no spatial location, 
and there is nothing that research can “discover” that will show that they do. Of course, 
research can and has shown that certain thoughts are correlated with certain brain 
processes, but correlation is not yet identity. 


4. Eliminative Materialism 


To most materialists, the identity theory seemed promising, even if its arguments 
proved inadequate. The real question was whether there might be some other version of 


412 CHAPTER 6 è MIND AND BODY 


the thesis—that mental states were “nothing but” brain states—that did not claim the 
kind of “one-to-one match” required by the identity theory. One suggestion (still popu- 
lar in many quarters) is the thesis called eliminative materialism, which proposes to 
defend materialism without claiming an identity between what we call “mental states” 
and the workings of the brain. Rather, the argument goes, our increasing knowledge of 
the workings of the brain will make outmoded our “folk-psychology” talk about the 
mind and we will all learn to talk the language of neurology instead. 

In the following excerpt, Paul Churchland defends the opposition (rather than the 
complementarity) of neurological explanations of human behavior and the familiar 
mentalistic accounts. With increased knowledge of neurology, our ordinary language 
will be replaced or, at least, seriously revised. 


ON ELIMINATIVE MATERIALISM 
BY PAUL M. CHURCHLAND! 


The identity theory was called into doubt not because the prospects for a materialist 
account of our mental capacities were thought to be poor, but because it seemed un- 
likely that the arrival of an adequate materialist theory would bring with it the nice 
one-to-one match-ups, between the concepts of folk psychology and the concepts of 
theoretical neuroscience, that intertheoretic reduction requires. The reason for that 
doubt was the great variety of quite different physical systems that could instantiate 
the required functional organization. Eliminative materialism also doubts that the 
correct neuroscientific account of human capacities will produce a neat reduction of 
our common-sense framework, but here the doubts arise from a quite different 
source. 

As the eliminative materialists see it, the one-to-one match-ups will not be 
found, and our common-sense psychological framework will not enjoy an inter- 
theoretic reduction, because our commonsense psychological framework is a false 
and radically misleading conception of the causes of human behavior and the na- 
ture of cognitive activity. On this view, folk psychology is not just an incomplete 
representation of our inner natures; it is an outright mis-representation of our inter- 
nal states and activities. Consequently, we cannot expect a truly adequate neurosci- 
entific account of our inner lives to provide theoretical categories that match up 
nicely with the categories of our common-sense framework. Accordingly, we must 
expect that the older framework will simply be eliminated, rather than be reduced, 
by a matured neuroscience. 


HISTORICAL PARALLELS 


As the identity theorist can point to historical cases of successful intertheoretic re- 
| duction, so the eliminative materialist can point to historical cases of the outright 
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elimination of the ontology of an older theory in favor of the ontology of a new and 
superior theory. 
t.. 

It used to be thought that when a piece of wood burns, or a piece of metal rusts, 
a spiritlike substance called “phlogiston” was being released: briskly, in the former 
case, slowly in the latter. Once gone, that “noble” substance left only a base pile of 
ash or rust. It later came to be appreciated that both processes involve, not the loss 
of something, but the gaining of a substance taken from the atmosphere: oxygen. 
Phlogiston emerged, not as an incomplete description of what was going on, but as 
a radical misdescription. Phlogiston was therefore not suitable for reduction to or 
identification with some notion from within the new oxygen chemistry, and it was 
simply eliminated from science. 

+... 

The concepts of folk psychology—belief, desire, fear, sensation, pain, joy, and 
so on—await a similar fate, according to the view at issue. And when neuroscience 
has matured to the point where the poverty of our current conceptions is apparent to 
everyone, the superiority of the new framework is established, we shall then be able 
to set about reconceiving our internal states and activities, within a truly adequate 
conceptual framework at last. Our explanations of one another's behavior will ap- 
peal to such things as our neuropharmacological states, the neural activity in spe- 
cialized anatomical areas, and whatever other states are deemed relevant by the new 
theory. Our private introspection will also be transformed, and may be profoundly 
enhanced by reason of the more accurate and penetrating framework it will have to 
work with—just as the astronomer’s perception of the night sky is much enhanced 
by the detailed knowledge of modern astronomical theory that he or she possesses. 

The magnitude of the conceptual revolution here suggested should not be mini- 
mized: it would be enormous. And the benefits to humanity might be equally great. If 
each of us possessed an accurate neuroscientific understanding of (what we now con- 
ceive dimly as) the varieties and causes of mental illness, the factors involved in 
learning, the neural basis of emotions, intelligence, and socialization, then the sum 
total of human misery might be much reduced. The simple increase in mutual under- 
standing that the new framework made possible could contribute substantially toward 
a more peaceful and humane society. Of course, there would be dangers as well: in- 
creased knowledge means increased power, and power can always be misused. 


ARGUMENTS FOR ELIMINATIVE MATERIALISM 


The arguments for eliminative materialism are diffuse and less than decisive, but 
they are stronger than is widely supposed. The distinguishing feature of this posi- 
tion is its denial that a smooth intertheoretic reduction is to be expected—even a 
species-specific reduction—of the framework of folk psychology to the framework 
of a matured neuroscience. The reason for this denial is the eliminative materialist’s 
conviction that folk psychology is a hopelessly primitive and deeply confused 
conception of our internal activities. But why this low opinion of our common- 
sense conceptions? 
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There are at least three reasons. First, the eliminative materialist will point to the 
widespread explanatory, predictive, and manipulative failures of folk psychology. 
So much of what is central and familiar to us remains a complete mystery from 
within folk psychology. We do not know what sleep is, or why we have to have it, 
despite spending a full third of our lives in that condition. (The answer, “For rest,” 
is mistaken. Even if people are allowed to rest continuously, their need for sleep is 
undiminished. Apparently, sleep serves some deeper functions, but we do not yet 
know what they are.) We do not understand how learning transforms each of us 
from a gaping infant to a cunning adult, or how differences in intelligence are 
grounded. We have not the slightest idea how memory works, or how we manage to 
retrieve relevant bits of information instantly from the awesome mass we have 
stored. We do not know what mental illness is, nor how to cure it. 

In sum, the most central things about us remain almost entirely mysterious from 
within folk psychology. 

eee 

This argument from explanatory poverty has a further aspect. So long as one 
sticks to normal brains, the poverty of folk psychology is perhaps not strikingly evi- 
dent. But as soon as one examines the many perplexing behavioral and cognitive 
deficits suffered by people with damaged brains, one’s descriptive and explanatory 
resources start to claw the air. . . . As with other humble theories asked to operate 
successfully in unexplored extensions of their old domain (for example, Newtonian 
mechanics in the domain of velocities close to the velocity of light, and the classical 

gas law in the domain of high pressures or tempera- 
The most central tures), the descriptive and explanatory inadequacies of 


things about is folk psychology become starkly evident. i f 
The second argument tries to draw an inductive les- 


remain almost son from our conceptual history. Our early folk theo- 
entirely mysterious | "es of motion were profoundly confused, and were 
si ai lly displaced entirely by more sophisticated 
rom within fo NRE A é 
fi f Ik theories. Our early folk theories of the structure and 
psychology. activity of the heavens were wildly off the mark, and 


survive only as historical lessons in how wrong we can 
be. Our folk theories of the nature of fire, and the nature of life, were similarly 
cockeyed. And one could go on, since the vast majority of our past folk conceptions 
have been similarly exploded. All except folk psychology, which survives to this 
day and has only recently begun to feel pressure. But the phenomenon of conscious 
intelligence is surely a more complex and difficult phenomenon than any of those 
just listed. So far as accurate understanding is concerned, it would be a miracle if 
we had got that one right the very first time, when we fell down so badly on all the 
others. Folk psychology has survived for so very long, presumably, not because it is 
basically correct in its representations, but because the phenomena addressed are so 
surpassingly difficult that any useful handle on them, no matter how feeble, is un- 
likely to be displaced in a hurry. 


oe 
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ARGUMENTS AGAINST ELIMINATIVE MATERIALISM 


The initial plausibility of this rather radical view is low for almost everyone, since 
it denies deeply entrenched assumptions. That is at best a question-begging com- 
plaint, of course, since those assumptions are precisely what is at issue. But the fol- 
lowing line of thought does attempt to mount a real argument. 

Eliminative materialism is false, runs the argument, because one’s introspection 
reveals directly the existence of pains, beliefs, desires, fears, and so forth. Their ex- 
istence is as obvious as anything could be. 

The eliminative materialist will reply that this argument makes the same mistake 
that an ancient or medieval person would be making if he insisted that he could just 
see with his own eyes that the heavens form a turning sphere, or that witches exist. 
The fact is, all observation occurs within some system of concepts, and our obser- 
vation judgments are only as good as the conceptual framework in which they are 
expressed. In all three cases—the starry sphere, witches, and the familiar mental 
states—precisely what is challenged is the integrity of the background conceptual 
frameworks in which the observation judgments are expressed. To insist on the va- 
lidity of one’s experiences, traditionally interpreted, is therefore to beg the very 
question at issue. For in all three cases, the question is whether we should recon- 
ceive the nature of some familiar observational domain. 

oof 

A final criticism draws a much weaker conclusion, but makes a rather stronger 
case. Eliminative materialism, it has been said, is making mountains out of mole- 
hills. It exaggerates the defects in folk psychology, and underplays its real suc- 
cesses. Perhaps the arrival of a matured neuroscience will require the elimination of 
the occasional folk-psychological concept, continues the criticism, and a minor ad- 
justment in certain folk-psychological principles may have to be endured. But the 
large-scale elimination forecast by the eliminative materialist is just an alarmist 
worry or a romantic enthusiasm. 

Perhaps this complaint is correct. And perhaps it is merely complacent. 
Whichever, it does bring out the important point that we do not confront two simple 
and mutually exclusive possibilities here: pure reduction versus pure elimination. 
Rather, these are the end points of a smooth spectrum of possible outcomes, between 
which there are mixed cases of partial elimination and partial reduction. Only empir- 
ical research . . . can tell us where on that spectrum our own case will fall. Perhaps 
we should speak here, more liberally, of “revisionary materialism,” instead of con- 
centrating on the more radical possibility of an across-the-board elimination. 


Churchland’s primary aim in this final section of argument is to present as at least in- 
telligible his position that “our collective conceptual destiny lies substantially toward 
the revolutionary end of the spectrum.” 


+ In what sense do the eliminative materialists (Churchland) 
agree with those who reject the identity theory (Shaffer)? In 
what important ways do they differ? 
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e What is “folk psychology”? Can you give an example of a 
folk psychological explanation for falling in love, being sad, 
embarrassment followed by anger, hunger dissipating after 
a few days of fasting, the need for sleep? 


5. Functionalism: The Mind and the Computer 


Despite the claims of Cartesians that “minds are nonphysical,” at least in the obvious 
sense, Churchland and other materialists based their notion of the “self” on what they 
felt to be scientific fact, the physical basis of minds—the brain and the central nervous 
system. It is the brain that makes minds possible. 

On the one hand, this was a rather remarkable discovery in the history of biology. 
It is by no means obvious, looking at the gooey cauliflower-shaped stuff inside the 
skull, that in that space is packed billions of tiny neural networks that control our 
very experience, our every action, including the inner actions of our bodies of which we 
may not even be aware (control of metabolism and blood flow, for example). But since 
the introduction of computers, scientific criticisms of dualism have taken another line. 
Is it so obvious that minds could only be the product of brains? Could mental processes 
be based on physical processes that are not brain processes? Could, for example, men- 
tal processes be based upon a network of electronic signals in a properly designed com- 
plex of transistors and circuit boards? In other words, could mental processes be the 
product of a computer? Could the brain be nothing but an organic computer? Could 
computers—the kind that we make out of metal and minerals—have minds? 

It is no coincidence that the past decade or so of computer breakthroughs has pro- 
duced a revolution in the way some philosophers think about selves and minds. The 
philosophical position is called functionalism, and its basic insight is that minds are 
produced not so much by particular kinds of materials (for example, brains) but rather 
by the relations between parts. In another few decades, it may in fact be possible, ac- 
cording to the most optimistic functionalists, to build a human mind out of computer 
parts. But whether or not computer scientists achieve such a (frightening) miracle, less 
optimistic functionalists hold that the mind is, in effect, a function of the patterns of 
neurological activity in the brain. 

In computer technology (now at least in part included in our everyday language), 
there is a crucial distinction between “hardware” and “software.” Hardware is the actual 
computer with its circuits. In the case of human minds, the hardware would be the brain 
and its neurological circuits. Software is the program that gives the computer specific 
instructions. (Sometimes, specific instructions can be “hard-wired,” as in the case of in- 
stinct, but these are not the exciting cases that inspire most functionalists and computer 
scientists.) The view of the functionalists is that the mind is nothing other than an elab- 
orate program of sorts, which is the product of a spectacularly complicated pattern em- 
bodied in the physical workings of the brain. 

In the following selection, David Braddon-Mitchell and Frank Jackson give a brief 
defense of functionalism. 
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FROM PHILOSOPHY OF MIND AND COGNITION 
sy DAVID BRADDON-MITCHELL AND FRANK JACKSON! 


The world is full of states, devices, stations in life, objects, processes, properties and 
events that are defined wholly or partly by their functional roles. Thermostats are de- 
fined by how they control temperature by switching machines on and off; burglar 
alarms are defined by how they function to produce loud noises on being disturbed 
in various ways (only sometimes by burglars, unfortunately); the office of vice- 
chancellor is defined by its function in a university; filtration is defined as a process 
that takes as input solids in liquid suspension and delivers as separate outputs the 
solid and the liquid; a graduation ceremony is an event in part defined by its role of 
producing graduates; a dangerous comer is the kind that tends to take approaching 
cars and deliver accidents; and so on and so forth. In all these cases there is a distinc- 
tion to be drawn between the functional role and what occupies or fills it. Some ther- 
mostats are bimetallic strips; some are more complex electronic devices. Either way, 
they count as thermostats provided they do the required regulating of temperature. 
Many different people might be vice-chancellor of the university. Burglar alarms 
come in many shapes and sizes. There are many ways a comer can be dangerous. 

In the same way functionalists about the mind distinguish the functional roles 
specified by the input, output and internal role clauses from what occupies them, 
and insist that what matters for being in one or another mental state are the roles 
that are occupied, not what occupies them. Provided the right roles are occupied, it 
does not matter what occupies them. Sometimes it is claimed that as a matter of 
empirical fact what occupies the relevant roles most likely varies. It is claimed that 
what plays the belief-that-there-is-food-nearby role in dogs is most likely different 
from what plays that role in cats; or perhaps the occupant of the role varies from 
one kind of dog to another; or perhaps it is different in left-handed people as op- 
posed to right-handed people. Sometimes the claim is simply that it is abstractly 
possible that what plays or realizes the role associated with a given mental state 
varies. What is agreed though is that what matters for being in a given mental state 
are the roles occupied, not what occupies them. This is the famous multiple realiz- 
ability thesis distinctive of functionalist theories of mind. Multiple realizability is 
appealing for a number of reasons: 


1. We ascribe mental states on the basis of behaviour in circumstances and without 
much regard to what realizes the various functional roles. Indeed, we do not know 
in any detail what realizes the roles, and until relatively recently we did not know 
even in broad outline. 

2. We have all read science fiction stories about creatures—traditionally called 
“Martians” in philosophical discussions—whose chemistry is, say, silicon-based, 
instead of carbon-based like ours, and who interact with the environment much as 
we do, plan our defeat, fall in love with some of us, admire characteristics that we 


'4David Braddon-Mitchell and Frank Jackson, Philosophy of Mind and Cognition, London: Blackwell, 1996. 
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abhor, shame us with their compassion and understanding, are vastly more intelli- 
gent than we are, or whatever. These stories strike us as perfectly coherent, de- 
spite the fact that it is part of the story that the states that realize the relevant 
functional roles in them are quite different from those that realize the roles in us. 
As the conclusion from these science fiction considerations is often put, we 
should not be chauvinists about the mind. 

3. There is considerable evidence that our brains start out in a relatively plastic state, 
and that as we grow and the environment impacts on us, states come to occupy 
new functional roles, those subserving language, for instance. The usual explana- 
tion as to why language cannot be learnt past a certain age appeals to this point. 
Past a certain age it is too late for the right changes in brain function to occur. This 
opens up the possibility that the way your brain changed to subserve the func- 
tional roles needed for language was different from the way my brain did. But, 
provided the job gets done, it does not seem to matter. 

4. An important part of making a good recovery from a stroke is getting an undam- 
aged part of the brain to do something previously done by the part damaged by 
the stroke. Stroke victims do not worry about whether the new part of the brain 
counts as a different realizer of the old role. What they worry about is whether the 
job will be well done, and that seems exactly the right attitude to take. 

5. Prosthetic surgery for the brain seems no more problematic in principle than does 
prosthetic surgery in general. We can imagine that, as they degenerate, parts of 
someone’s brain are progressively replaced by silicon implants. Provided the im- 
plants fill the same functional roles, surely the surgery would count as successful. 
But then it must be the case that mental life is preserved despite the radical 
change in what realizes the various functional roles. 


Multiple realizability, then, in addition to being common ground among func- 
tionalists, is a point in favour of their theory. It is widely accepted that any theory of 
mind should accommodate multiple realizability, and it is very much a point in 
functionalism’s favour that it does this so naturally. What is not common ground is 
the question of which functional roles are essential to which mental states and the 
more general question of where functionalism should stand on how we might an- 
swer this question. 

One response is to leave the question to someone else. Some functionalists hold 
that the question of which functional roles mental states occupy should be left to 
empirical psychology and neuroscience. We can distinguish very many functional 
roles played by mental states, and the study of the mind is the study of these many 
functional roles. But it is no part of functionalism, on this view, to argue for one or 
another answer to conceptual issues concerning how to analyse what it is to be in 
pain, believe that it will rain soon, or whatever. But if the key to the mind lies in 
functional roles, it seems fair to ask for some sort of guide as to which functional 
roles matter. A burglar alarm may play many functional roles. Perhaps it plays the 

role of being a drain on your bank balance, being a conversation piece at dinner par- 
ties, and making a loud noise when burglars are near. We know which role matters 
for its being a burglar alarm. The last role is the one that matters. That is why if it 
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stops breaking down—and so stops being a drain on your bank balance—and if it 
stops being unusual in the neighbourhood—and so stops being a conversation 
piece—it will still be a burglar alarm. Among the various functional roles it has, we 
discriminate between those that matter for its counting as a burglar alarm and those 
that do not matter. The same is true for all the examples we gave earlier. Any partic- 
ular vice-chancellor, thermostat or dangerous corner will play many roles, but only 
some will matter for being a vice-chancellor, a thermostat or a dangerous corner. 
Why, then, should it be impossible to make the same kind of discrimination in the 
case of mental states? We know that not all the roles which various mental states fill 
matter equally for its being the mental state that it is—for instance, pain’s playing 
the role of being the example most often chosen for discussion by philosophers is ir- 
relevant to its being pain; it wouldn’t hurt any less if philosophers instead began to 
discuss itching—so surely it is fair to ask the functionalist for some guide as to 
which functional roles of a mental state matter for its being the mental state that it is. 

The best answer, in our view, to the question of which functional roles matter is 
the answer given by common-sense functionalism. Common-sense functionalism 
aims to give an analysis of what it is to be in one or another mental state in broadly 
functional terms, in the same general way that we can give an analysis of being a 
burglar alarm in broadly functional terms. 


The idea that the computer will someday provide a single model of mental states and 
information processes has been called into question recently. It is not at all clear that 
the mind works like a computer, or whether instead it works on different parallel levels 
in a manner substantially more complicated and considerably faster than any known 
computer. 

Nevertheless, like any bold new hypothesis, the functionalist-analogy analysis of the 
mind as a computer has crashed head-on into some of the most entrenched ideas and ex- 
periences of common sense. In defense of common sense, John Searle—one of the 
leading analysts of ordinary human language and the special features of human com- 
munication—attacks the notion that computers are sufficiently intelligent to threaten or 
to challenge human intelligence anytime soon. He suggests a powerful counter-example 
to the widespread claim that “the conclusive proof of the presence of mental states and 
capacities [in a computer system or elsewhere] is the ability to convince a competent 
expert, for example, if a machine could converse with a native Chinese speaker in such 
a way as to convince the speaker that it understood Chinese.”!5 


FROM “THE MYTH OF THE COMPUTER” 
BY JOHN R. SEARLE!6 


The details of how the brain works are immensely complicated and largely un- 
known, but some of the general principles of the relations betwee! brain function- 


'SThis is the so-called Turing Test, named after logician/computer scientist Alan Turing (1912-1954). 


‘John R. Searle, “The Myth of the Computer,” in the New York Review of Books. Reprinted with permission 
from The New York Review of Books. Copyright © 1982 by NYREY, Inc. 
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ing and computer programs can be stated quite simply. First, we know that brain 
processes cause mental phenomena. Mental states are caused by and realized in the 
structure of the brain. From this it follows that any system that produced mental 
states would have to have powers equivalent to those of the brain. Such a system 


Since brains 

do produce 
minds, and since 
programs by 
themselves can’t 
produce minds, it 
follows that the 
way the brain 
does it can’t be 
by simply 
instantiating a 
computer program. 


might use a different chemistry, but whatever its chem- 
istry it would have to be able to cause what the brain 
causes. We know from the [previous] argument digital 
computer programs by themselves are never sufficient 
to produce mental states. Now since brains do produce 
minds, and since programs by themselves can’t pro- 
duce minds, it follows that the way the brain does it 
can’t be by simply instantiating a computer program. 
(Everything, by the way, instantiates some program or 
other, and brains are no exception. So in that trivial 
sense brains, like everything else, are digital comput- 
ers.) And it also follows that if you wanted to build a 
machine to produce mental states, a thinking machine, 
you couldn’t do it solely in virtue of the fact that your 
machine ran a certain kind of computer program. The 
thinking machine couldn’t work solely in virtue of 
being a digital computer but would have to duplicate 
the specific causal powers of the brain. 


A lot of the nonsense talked about computers nowadays stems from their relative 
rarity and hence mystery. As computers and robots become more common, as com- 
mon as telephones, washing machines, and forklift trucks, it seems likely that this 
aura will disappear and people will take computers for what they are, namely useful 


machines. 


+ How is the mind similar to a computer? In what ways does it 
differ? How does a functionalist view of mind argue that 
they are the same? 


FROM MINDS, BRAINS, AND SCIENCE 
BY JOHN R. SEARLE!? 


Imagine that a bunch of computer programmers have written a program that will 
enable a computer to simulate the understanding of Chinese. So, for example, if 
the computer is given a question in Chinese, it will match the question against 

its memory, or data base, and produce appropriate answers to the questions in Chi- 
nese. . . . Does the computer, on the basis of this, understand Chinese, does it liter- 
ally understand Chinese, in the way that Chinese speakers understand Chinese? 
Well, imagine that you are locked in a room, and in this room are several baskets 


\7John R. Searle, Minds, Brains, and Science, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984. 
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full of Chinese symbols. Imagine that you (like me) do not understand a word of 
Chinese, but that you are given a rule book in English for manipulating these Chi- 
nese symbols. The rules specify the manipulations of the symbols purely formally, 
in terms of their syntax, not their semantics. So the rule might say: “Take a squig- 
gle-squiggle sign out of basket number one and put it next to a squoggle-squoggle 
sign from basket number two.” Now suppose that some other Chinese symbols are 
passed into the room, and that you are given further rules for passing back Chinese 
symbols out of the room. Suppose that unknown to you the symbols passed into the 
room are called “questions” by the people outside the room, and the symbols you 
pass back out of the room are called “answers to the questions.” Suppose, further- 
more, that the programmers are so good at designing the programs and that you are 
so good at manipulating the symbols, that very soon your answers are indistin- 
guishable from those of a native Chinese speaker. There you are locked in your 
room shuffling your Chinese symbols and passing out Chinese symbols in response 
to incoming Chinese symbols. On the basis of the situation as I have described it, 
there is no way you could learn any Chinese simply by manipulating these formal 
symbols. 

Now the point of the story is simply this: by virtue of implementing a formal 
computer program from the point of view of an outside observer, you behave ex- 
actly as if you understood Chinese, but all the same you don’t understand a word of 
Chinese. But if going through the appropriate computer program for understanding 
Chinese is not enough to give you an understanding of Chinese, then it is not 
enough to give any other digital computer an understanding of Chinese. . . . All 
that the computer has, as you have, is a formal program for manipulating uninter- 
preted Chinese symbols. 


+ How would you answer Searle and his “Chinese room” 
thought experiment? Does it prove what he wants it to 
prove? 


6. Connectionism 


Not all criticisms of functionalism are nonmaterialist. Recently, objections have been 
brought against functionalism from neurophysiologists who claim that functionalism is 
just too simplistic in its vision of the brain and of computers. Connectionists complain 
that functionalism is a “top-down,” “software” approach, which can never be accurate in 
its representation of the “hardware” of either the brain or the computer. In other words, 
say the connectionists, a functionalist starts with behavior—either human behavior or 
computer behavior—and claims that understanding human consciousness is just a mat- 
ter of finding the “program” for that behavior. The functionalist claims that to understand 
the “program” is to understand the behavior, regardless of the mechanical and physical 
interactions which make the program run. The connectionist, on the other hand, claims 
that the mechanical and physical interactions that occur in the brain determine the kinds 
of behavior—which kinds of software—that computers are capable of processing. Con- 
nectionists therefore advocate a “bottom-up” approach to understanding the mind. Con- 
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nectionists are still materialists, but not in the simple, reductionist, way of their prede- 
cessors. They believe that consciousness—in its full color and quality—is a result of the 
complicated “connections” that really do go on in the brain. There is no one-to-one cor- 
respondence between neurons and thoughts or perceptions; rather, they claim, the “hard- 
ware” of the brain is an immensely complex mechanism to which the functionalists do 
not do justice. 


+ What are the similarities and differences between function- 
alists and connectionists? 


D. THE PROBLEM OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


Descartes claimed he knew what was going on in his mind with an immediate certainty 
that he could never have about what was going on in the world “outside” him. In his first 
“Meditation,” he talks about his seeming to be sitting in front of the fire and the fact that 
he might be wrong (if he were in bed asleep at the time). But what he could not be 
wrong about is his seeming to be sitting in front of the fire. Similarly, you think you see 
a friend walking across the street. You are wrong, for your friend is in fact in Alaska this 
week. But you can still be certain that you thought that you saw him, even if you didn’t. 
Philosophers often refer to this special kind of “immediate” certainty in the case of our 
own conscious experiences as incorrigibility. You might make a mistake in any factual 
claim about the world, for you might be hallucinating, or dreaming, or simply fooled by 
circumstances. But nothing could lead you to suspect that you might be mistaken about 
your own experiences. Given enough evidence against you, you might be willing to 
change from “but I know that I saw it” to “well, I thought I saw it.” But nothing could 
convince you that you were wrong in thinking that you saw whatever it was. That claim, 
the claim about your experience, is incorrigible. Your claim about what you saw, how- 
ever, is always open to further questioning. 

For many years, this notion of incorrigibility served as part of the definition of 
“mind” and therefore, as Churchland implies, also defense against materialism. What- 
ever was mental could be described incorrigibly and this is very different than is the 
case with physical things. But doubts have begun to creep in recently, Part of the prob- 
lem was Freud's introduction of the notion of the unconscious. According to his fa- 
mous “psychoanalytic” theory, not everything mental is knowable, and therefore surely 
not everything “in the mind” can be described incorrigibly. In a famous passage from 
his “Introductory Lectures,” Freud says the following: 


ON THE “UNCONSCIOUS” 
ny SIGMUND FREUD!® 


There is no need to discuss what is to be called conscious; it is removed from all 
doubt. The oldest and best meaning of the word “unconscious” is the descriptive 


"Sigmund Freud, New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, ed. and trans. James Strachey, New York 
Norton, 1964 
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one; we call a psychical process unconscious whose existence we are obliged to as- 
sume—for some such reason as that we infer it from its effects—, but of which we 
know nothing. In that case we have the same relation to it as we have to a physical 
process in another person, except that it is in fact one of our own. If we want to be 
still more correct, we shall modify our assertion by saying that we call a process 
unconscious if we are obliged to assume that it is being activated at the moment 
though at the moment we know nothing about it. 


Notice that Freud starts from a Cartesian position, the idea that “conscious is removed 
from all doubt.” But then he suggests what no Cartesian can tolerate, the idea that there 
are ideas (experiences, intentions) in our minds that we do not and sometimes cannot 
know, much less know with certainty. And if we accept this notion of “the unconscious” 
(or even the weaker notion of “preconscious”), the traditional notion of the “incorrigi- 
bility” of the mental is seriously challenged. 

The argument, however, cuts both ways. Many philosophers have rejected Freud just 
because his notion of “the unconscious” goes against the notion of incorrigibility. “If it 
isn’t knowable incorrigibly,” these philosophers have said, “then it can’t be mental at all.” 
Even Freud himself was forced to admit that his theory flew in the face of our normal 
“manner of speaking.” The debate continues. Can you be wrong about what is going on 
in your own mind? For a long time, it was generally agreed that you could not be. Now 
we aren’t so sure. You are certain that you are over an old love affair, but, without too 
much difficulty, a friend or a psychologist convinces you that you have been thinking 
about it constantly. You are certain that you are angry, but on closer examination, and in 
retrospect, you decide that you really felt guilty. You thought that you were thinking about 
your professor, when suddenly you realize that in fact it was the face of your father! 

Is there anything about which we could not be mistaken? What of those basic bits of 
data that the empiricists talked about—sensations or impressions? Could we possibly be 
wrong in our confidence that “right now, I am experiencing a cold feeling in my hand”? 
The empiricists assumed that one could not be wrong about this, for it was on the basis 
of such certainties that we were able to construct, through inductive reasoning, our theo- 
ries about the world, Could we be wrong even about our own sensations? Consider this 
example (it comes from Bishop Berkeley): A mischievous friend tells you that he is going 
to touch your hand with a very hot spoon. When you aren't looking, he touches you with 
a piece of ice. You scream and claim, with seeming certainty, that he has given you an un- 
comfortable sensation of heat. But you’re wrong. What you felt was cold. What you 
seemed to feel was heat. But even your “seeming,” in this case, was mistaken, 

Philosophers have also pointed out that what is unique to mind as opposed to body is 
the fact that one and only one person can (and must) experience what is going on. I can 
(and must) feel only my pains, I can’t experience your pains. Philosophers have referred 
to this as privileged access, sometimes as the privacy of mental events. The “privilege” 
is the fact that, whatever is going on in your mind, you are not only the first but the only 
one to know of it directly. The “privacy” refers to the fact that if you decide not to tell 
anyone or betray yourself (through your facial expressions or your behavior), no one 
else need ever know. If you have a wart on your thigh, you can keep it contingently “pri- 
vate” by choosing suitable clothing. But if you have a “dirty little secret” in your mind, 
you have a logical guarantee of its privacy—it is private necessarily. 
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“Incorrigible” means “beyond correction”; “privileged access” means “known in a 
special way.” (These concepts must be kept separate.) Because of privileged access and 
the “privacy” of consciousness, our states of mind have the very peculiar status of being 
always knowable to ourselves (though whether or not we want to say “knowable with 
certainty” depends on our views about incorrigibility) and yet possibly unknowable to 
anyone else. That is why, as you learned in grade school, you could always fake a 
headache to stay home for the day but you couldn’t fake a fever or a sore. As long as it 
was purely mental, it was also purely private. Your success depended wholly upon how 
good (or bad) an actor you were. But when it comes to your body, you were in no priv- 
ileged position. It was the thermometer, not your opinions, that told whether you had a 
fever or not. And it was the doctor, not you, who decided how serious your sore really 
was. But when it came to your own consciousness, you were in a truly privileged and ir- 
refutable position. 


+ What does it mean to say that your own mental experiences 
are “incorrigible” ? How does this notion resist materialism? 
How does Freud undermine the claim to incorrigibility? 


This peculiarity of the first-person position, of our relationship to our own con- 
sciousness, is one of the things that makes the notion of “self” so difficult and that 
makes the problem so seemingly unresolvable. It makes the way that we establish our 
own identity seem categorically different from how others know it. Against all forms of 
reductionism and materialism, philosopher Thomas Nagel has argued in an ingenious 
fashion that it is consciousness, or what he calls “subjectivity,” that makes the problem 
so “intractable.” If “subjectivity” can be loosely defined as “what it’s like” to be some- 
thing, Nagel introduces his concern about the mind-body problem with the intriguing 
question: “What is it like to be a bat?” 


FROM MORTAL QUESTIONS 
BY THOMAS NAGEL!9 


Conscious experience is a widespread phenomenon. It occurs at many levels of ani- 
mal life, though we cannot be sure of its presence in the simpler organisms, and it is 
very difficult to say in general what provides evidence of it. (Some extremists have 
been prepared to deny it even of mammals other than man.) No doubt it occurs in 
countless forms totally unimaginable to us, on other planets in other solar systems 
throughout the universe. But no matter how the form may vary, the fact that an or- 
ganism has conscious experience at all means, basically, that there is something it 
is like to be that organism. There may be further implications about the form of the 
experience; there may even (though I doubt it) be implications about the behavior 
of the organism. But fundamentally an organism has conscious mental states if and 
only if there is something that it is like to be that organism—something it is like for 
the organism. 


"Thomas Nagel, Mortal Questions. Copyright © 1979. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge Univer 
sity Press 
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We may call this the subjective character of experi- 
ence. It is not captured by any of the familiar, recently 
devised reductive analyses of the mental, for all of 
them are logically compatible with its absence. It is 
not analyzable in terms of any explanatory system of 
functional states, or intentional states, since these 
could be ascribed to robots or automata that behaved 
like people though they experienced nothing. It is not 
analyzable in terms of the causal role of experiences 
in relation to typical human behavior—for similar 
reasons. I do not deny that conscious mental states 
and events cause behavior, nor that they may be 


given functional characterizations. I deny only that this 
kind of thing exhausts their analysis. Any reductionist program has to be based on 
an analysis of what is to be reduced. If the analysis leaves something out, the prob- 
lem will be falsely posed. It is useless to base the defense of materialism on any 
analysis of mental phenomena that fails to deal explicitly with their subjective 
character. 
eee 

I assume we all believe that bats have experience. After all, they are mammals, 
and there is no more doubt that they have experience than that mice or pigeons or 
whales have experience. I have chosen bats instead of wasps or flounders because if 
one travels too far down the phylogenetic tree, people gradually shed their faith that 
there is experience there at all. Bats, although more closely related to us than those 
other species, nevertheless present a range of activity and a sensory apparatus so 
different from ours that the problem I want to pose is exceptionally vivid (though it 
certainly could be raised with other species). Even without the benefit of philosoph- 
ical reflection, anyone who has spent some time in an enclosed space with an ex- 
cited bat knows what it is to encounter a fundamentally alien form of life. 

I have said that the essence of the belief that bats have experience is that there is 
something that it is like to be a bat. Now we know that most bats (the microchi- 
roptera, to be precise) perceive the external world primarily by sonar, or echoloca- 
tion, detecting the reflections, from objects within range, of their own rapid, subtly 
modulated, high-frequency shrieks. Their brains are designed to correlate the out- 
going impulses with the subsequent echoes, and the information thus acquired en- 
ables bats to make precise discriminations of distance, size, shape, motion, and 
texture comparable to those we make by vision. But bat sonar, though clearly a form 
of perception, is not similar in its operation to any sense that we possess, and there 
is no reason to suppose that it is subjectively like anything we can experience or 
imagine. This appears to create difficulties for the notion of what it is like to be a 
bat. We must consider whether any method will permit us to extrapolate to the inner 
life of the bat from our own case, and if not, what alternative methods there may be 
for understanding the notion. 

Our own experience provides the basic material for our imagination, whose 
range is therefore limited. It will not help to try to imagine that one has webbing on 
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one’s arms, which enables one to fly around at dusk and dawn catching insects in 
one’s mouth; that one has very poor vision, and perceives the surrounding world by 
a system of reflected high-frequency sound signals; and that one spends the day 
hanging upside down by one’s feet in an attic. Insofar as I can imagine this (which 
is not very far), it tells me only what it would be like for me to behave as a bat be- 
haves. But that is not the question. I want to know what it is like for a bar to be a 
bat. Yet if I try to imagine this. I am restricted to the resources of my own mind, 

and those resources are inadequate to the task. I cannot perform it either by imagin- 
ing additions to my present experience, or by imagining segments gradually sub- 
tracted from it, or by imagining some combination of additions, subtractions, and 
modifications. 

To the extent that I could look and behave like a wasp or a bat without changing 
my fundamental structure, my experiences would not be anything like the experi- 
ences of those animals. On the other hand, it is doubtful that any meaning can be at- 
tached to the supposition that I should possess the internal neurophysiological 
constitution of a bat. Even if I could by gradual degrees be transformed into a bat, 
nothing in my present constitution enables me to imagine what the experiences of 
such a future stage of myself thus metamorphosed would be like. The best evidence 
would come from the experiences of bats, if we only knew what they were like. 


+ Explain “privileged access.” How is it distinct from incorri- 
sibility? How does “privileged access” pose the problem of 
knowing what it is like to be a bat? (What would it be like to 
be a bat?) 


Taking this argument one step farther, Colin McGinn insists that consciousness is a 
“mystery” that neither philosophy nor science can resolve. He introduces the important 
notion of intentionality, the “aboutness” of consciousness, its relation to the world. The 
question is whether a “naturalistic” (materialistic) theory of the mind can account for 
this essential feature of mind. 


ON “THE MYSTERY OF CONSCIOUSNESS” 
ny COLIN MCGINN20 


Naturalism in the philosophy of mind is the thesis that every property of mind 

can be explained in broadly physical terms. Nothing mental is physically mysteri- 
ous. There are two main problems confronting a naturalistically inclined philoso- 
pher of mind. There is, first, the problem of explaining consciousness in broadly 
physical terms: in virtue of what does a physical organism come to have conscious 
states? And, second, there is the problem of explaining representational content- 
intentionality—in broadly physical terms: in virtue of what does a physical organ- 
ism come to be intentionally directed toward the world? We want to know how 
consciousness depends upon the physical world; and we want to know, in natural 
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physical terms, how it is that thoughts and experiences get to be about states of af- 
fairs. We want a naturalistic account of subjectivity and mental representation. Only 
then will the naturalist happily accept that there are such things as consciousness 
and content. 

eee 

{I]ntentionality is a property precisely of conscious states, and arguably only of 
conscious states (at least originally). Moreover, the content of an experience (say) 
and its subjective features are, on the face of it, inseparable from each other. How 
then can we pretend that the two problems can be pursued quite independently? In 
particular, how can we prevent justified pessimism about consciousness spreading 
to the problem of content? If we cannot say, in physical terms, what makes it the 
case that an experience is like something for its possessor, then how can we hope to 
say, in such terms, what makes it the case that the experience is of something in the 
world—since what the experience is like and what it is of are not, prima facie, inde- 
pendent properties of the experience? That is the question I shall be addressing. 

eee 

This question is especially pressing for me, since I have come to hold that it is 
literally impossible for us to explain how consciousness depends upon the brain, 
even though it does so depend. Yet I also believe (or would like to believe) that it is 
possible for us to give illuminating accounts of content. Let me briefly explain my 
reasons for holding that consciousness systematically eludes our understanding. 
Noam Chomsky distinguishes between what he calls “problems” and “mysteries” 
that confront the student of mind. Call that hopeful student S, and suppose S to be a 
normal intelligent human being. Chomsky argues that S’s cognitive faculties may 
be apt for the solution of some kinds of problem but radically inadequate when it 
comes to others. The world need not in all of its aspects be susceptible of under- 
standing by S, though another sort of mind might succeed where S constitutionally 
fails. § may exhibit, as I like to say, cognitive closure with respect to certain kinds 
of phenomena: her intellectual powers do not extend to comprehending these phe- 
nomena, and this as a matter of principle. When that is so Chomsky says that the 
phenomena in question will be a perpetual mystery for S. He suspects that the na- 
ture of free choice is just such a mystery for us, given the way our intellects oper- 
ate. That problem need not, however, be intrinsically harder or more complex than 
other problems we can solve; it is just that our cognitive faculties are skewed away 
from solving it. The structure of a knowing mind determines the scope and limits of 
its cognitive powers. Being adept at solving one kind of problem does not guarantee 
explanatory omniscience. Human beings seem remarkably good (surprisingly So) at 
understanding the workings or the physical world—matter in motion, causal agents 
in space—but they do far less well when it comes to fathoming their own minds. 
And why, in evolutionary terms, should they be intellectually equipped to grasp 
how their minds ultimately operate? 

Now I have come to the view that the nature of the dependence of consciousness 
on the physical world, specifically on the brain, falls into the category of mysteries 
for us human beings, and possibly for all minds that form their concepts in ways 
constrained by perception and introspection. Let me just summarize why I think 
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this; a longer treatment would be needed to make the position plausible. Our con- 
cepts of the empirical world are fundamentally controlled by the character of our 
perceptual experience and by the introspective access we enjoy to our own minds. 
We can, it is true, extend our concepts some distance beyond these starting-points, 
but we cannot prescind from them entirely (this is the germ of truth Kant recog- 
nized in classical empiricism). Thus our concepts of consciousness are constrained 
by the specific form of our own consciousness, so that, we cannot form concepts for 
quite alien forms of consciousness possessed by other actual and possible creatures. 
Similarly, our concepts of the body, including the brain, are constrained by the way 
we perceive these physical objects; we have, in particular, to conceive of them as 
spatial entities essentially similar to other physical objects in space, however inap- 
propriate this manner of conception may be for understanding how consciousness 
arises from the brain. But now these two forms of conceptual closure operate to 
prevent us from arriving at concepts for the property or relation that intelligibly 
links consciousness to the brain. For, first, we cannot grasp other forms of con- 
sciousness, and so we cannot grasp the theory that explains these other forms: that 
theory must be general, but we must always be parochial in our conception of con- 
sciousness. It is as if we were trying for a general theory of light but could only 
grasp the visible part of the spectrum. And, second, it is precisely the perceptually 
controlled conception of the brain that we have which is so hopeless in making con- 
sciousness an intelligible result of brain activity. No property we can ascribe to the 
brain on the basis of how it strikes us perceptually, however inferential the ascrip- 
tion, seems capable of rendering perspicuous how it is that damp gray tissue can be 
the crucible from which subjective consciousness emerges fully formed. That is 
why the feeling is so strong in us that there has to be something magical about the 
mind-brain relation. There must be some property of the brain that accounts non- 
magically for consciousness, since nothing in nature happens by magic, but no form 
of inference from what we perceive of the brain seems capable of leading us to the 
property in question. We must therefore be getting a partial view of things. It is as if 
we were trying to extract psychological properties themselves from our awareness 
of mere physical objects; or again, trying to get normative concepts from descrip- 
tive ones. The problem is not that the brain lacks the right explanatory property; the 
problem is that this property does not lie along any road we can travel in forming 
our concepts of the brain. Perception takes us in the wrong direction here. We feel 
the tug of the occult because our methods of empirical concept formation are 
geared toward properties of kinds that cannot in principle solve the problem of how 
consciousness depends upon the brain. The situation is analogous to the following 
possibility: that the ultimate nature of matter is so different from anything we can 
encounter by observing the material world that we simply cannot ever come to 
grasp it. Human sense organs are tuned to certain kinds of properties the world may 
instantiate, but it may be that the theoretically basic properties are not ones that can 
be reached by starting from perception and workings outward: the Starting point 
may point us in exactly the wrong direction. Human reason is not able to travel un- 
aided in just any theoretical direction, irrespective of its basic input. I think that 
honest reflection strongly suggests that nothing we could ever empirically discover 
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about the brain could provide a fully satisfying account of consciousness. We shall 
either find that the properties we encounter are altogether on the wrong track or we 
shall illicitly project traits of mind into the physical basis. In particular, the essen- 
tially spatial conception we have, so suitable for making sense of the nonmental 
properties of the brain, is inherently incapable of removing the sense of magic we 
have about the fact that consciousness depends upon the brain. We need something 
radically different from this but, given the way we form our concepts, we cannot 
free ourselves of the conceptions that make the problem look insoluble. Not only, 
then, is it possible that the question of how consciousness arises from the physical 
world cannot be answered by minds constructed as ours are, but there is also strong 
positive reason for supposing that this is actually the case. The centuries of failure 
and bafflement have a deep source: the very nature of our concept-forming capaci- 
ties. The mind-body problem is a “mystery” and not merely a “problem.” 


1. Changing Our Minds: Holism and Consciousness 


When Aristotle wrote about “the soul,” he meant nothing other than “the form of the 
body”: 


FROM DE ANIMA 
BY ARISTOTLE?! 


One can no more ask if the body and the soul are one than if the wax and the im- 
pression it receives are one, or speaking generally the matter of each thing and the 
form of which it is the matter; for admitting that the terms unity and existence are 
used in many senses, the paramount sense is that of actuality. We have, then, given 
a general definition of what the soul is: it is substance expressed as form. It is this 
which makes a body what it is. 


This is not behaviorism. Aristotle is not denying the existence of anything that we 
normally believe in. Yet it is clearly not a dualism of the Cartesian variety, and this 
raises the following question: Are there ways of conceiving of ourselves without falling 
into the Cartesian trap of talking about minds and bodies? 

We can only suggest a few possibilities here. The first, perhaps, was advanced by 
Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations. Although he is usually consid- 
ered to be an unconfessed behaviorist, a more recent and perhaps more plausible inter- 
pretation is that Wittgenstein wanted to deny the very idea that human beings are a 
curious combination of two very different substances or kinds of entities or events. 
Rather, there are just people, not minds plus bodies. 

A very different kind of answer comes to us from Husserl’s phenomenology. Al- 
though Husserl was not particularly concerned with the mind-body problem as such, he 
was obviously very interested in the nature of consciousness, since consciousness pro- 


21Reprinted by permission of the publishers and the Loeb Classical Library from Aristotle: Minor Works, Vol- 
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vides the subject matter of his entire life’s work. What Husserl argued began with a vi- 
olent attack on the spatial metaphors we use in talking about consciousness. At the be- 
ginning of the chapter, we mentioned these, suggesting that they were “just metaphors,” 
symptoms of a problem but not a problem themselves. Well, Husserl shows that they are 
a problem, that philosophers have not used them merely as metaphors, and that it is be- 
cause of their taking these metaphors literally that our problems about consciousness 
arise in the first place. 

What Husserl attacks is the very idea of consciousness as a mysterious container, 
“in” which one finds ideas, thoughts, feelings, desires, and so on. The same objection 
holds of such metaphors as “the stream of consciousness,” with emotions, thoughts, and 
feelings floating by like so much flotsam and jetsam. Consciousness must rather be 
viewed in two parts (though Husserl insists these must not be thought of as a separate 
“dualism”): There are acts of consciousness, and there are the objects of those acts. 

Simply stated, a phenomenologist would analyze my seeing a tree into (1) my act of 
seeing and (2) the tree as seen. So far, this looks innocent enough. But its consequences 
are not so innocent. First, just in passing, notice what this does to Berkeley’s idealism. 
Berkeley’s whole argument rested on his thesis that all we can experience are ideas. But 
this is a confusion, Husserl insists, of our act of experiencing with the objects experi- 
enced. The object experienced (the tree) is not merely my idea. Accordingly, Husserl 
concludes that Berkeley’s idealism is “absurd.” And in general, Husserl’s phenomeno- 
logical theory insists that philosophers have been neglectful of this crucial distinction. 
Many attributes of the act of experiencing do not hold of the object; for example, the ob- 
ject, unlike the act, is not “private.” One and only one person, namely, myself, can per- 
form my act of seeing. But any number of people can see the object of my seeing, the 
tree. Moreover, there can be no such thing, Husserl argues, as a conscious act without 
an object. You can see how this might provide a powerful argument against many tradi- 
tional forms of skepticism. 

Our concern here is Husserl’s conception of consciousness, which depends (as in 
McGinn) on intentionality. (Accordingly, the act is often called the “intentional act,” 
and the object is called the “intentional object.”) To say that consciousness is intentional 
means (among other things, which are irrelevant to this chapter) that our conscious acts 
are always directed toward objects and that we should not, therefore, talk about con- 
scious acts as self-contained “contents” that are mysteriously coordinated with the 
movements of our bodies. Rather, we can simply say that among our various acts as 
persons are intentional conscious acts as well as physical actions. We can look at a tree 
and we can kick a tree. But there is no problem of “coordination” or interaction. 

This theory was never actually developed by Husserl himself, but it was worked out 
in great detail by one of his “existential” followers in France, Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(a close friend and student of Sartre). Coming from a very different starting point, Mer- 
leau-Ponty arrives at a position surprisingly close to that of Wittgenstein. It must not be 
called “behaviorist,” but like Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty does reject the traditional 
way of dividing up mind and body and thereby suggests a very different conception of 
persons in which such problematic distinctions are not allowed to arise. 

Merleau-Ponty attacks dualism from the side that has so far seemed least controver- 
sial—the idea that the human body is just another “bit of matter.’ He introduces the 
notion of a “dialectic” between mind and body, by which he means that there is no ulti- 
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mate distinction between them. From one point of view, he argues, it is possible to see 
the body as “the cause of the structure of consciousness,” for example, as a physiologist 
interested in the workings of the brain and the sense organs. From another point of 
view, it is possible to see the body as a mere “object of knowledge,” for example, when 
a medical student dissects a body in his anatomy class. But it is a mistake, Merleau- 
Ponty argues, to confuse either of these viewpoints with the “correct” view of the body, 
either as a cause of consciousness or as something wholly distinct from it. Only the liv- 
ing body can count as my body, except in a very special and not everyday sense, namely, 
the sense in which I can talk about what will happen to my body after I die. 

“The body is not a self-enclosed mechanism” he argues, nor does it makes sense to 
treat “the soul” or consciousness as a distinct entity with some mysterious relationship 
with the body. “There is not a duality of substances,” he writes, but only “the dialectic 
of living being in its biological milieu.” Merleau-Ponty sometimes says the conscious- 
ness is nothing but “the meaning of one’s body,” all of which is to say, in extremely 
difficult prose, that mind and body are nothing other than a single entity, and the dis- 
tinctions we make between them are always special cases. “I live my body,” he says; 
there is no enigma of “my body” to be explained. 

In his difficult “dialectical” language, Merleau-Ponty defends a thesis that is strikingly 
similar to that defended by Wittgenstein: One cannot treat a person as an uneasy con- 
glomerate of mental parts and body parts but must begin with the whole person. But where 
Wittgenstein proceeds by attacking the mental side of Cartesian dualism, Merleau-Ponty 
attacks anyone who would treat the human as “just another body.” The body itself is not 
only alive but, in an important sense, conscious. This does not mean, as in Descartes, that 
it is connected with a consciousness. It is itself aware, as we often notice when we talk of 
“bodily awareness” or “feeling our way.” The difference between the body of a living per- 
son and a corpse is not just a difference in physiology, nor is it the difference between an 
“inhabited” body and an “uninhabited” body. My body and myself are essentially one, 
and to try to separate them, as Descartes had done, is to make the relationship between 
“me and my body” into an unnecessary mystery. 

A view that is strikingly similar to the phenomenological theory was defended 
in the United States by William James. But instead of giving consciousness the attention 
it receives in Husserl, he argues that there is no such thing as consciousness as an entity, 
only different functions of experience: 


rrom “DOES CONSCIOUSNESS EXIST?” 
BY WILLIAM JAMES? 


“Thoughts” and “things” are names for two sorts of objects, which common sense 
will always find contrasted and will always practically oppose to each other. Philos- 
ophy, reflecting on the contrast, has varied in the past in her explanations of it, and 
may be expected to vary in the future. At first, “spirit and matter,” “soul and body,” 


22Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior, trans. Alden L. Fisher, Boston: Beacon Press, 1963. 
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stood for a pair of equipollent substances quite on a par in weight and interest. But 
one day Kant undermined the soul and brought in the transcendental ego, and ever 
since then the bipolar relation has been very much off its balance. The transcenden- 
tal ego seems nowadays in rationalist quarters to stand for everything, in empiricist 
quarters for almost nothing. In the hands of . . . writers . . . the spiritual principle 
attenuates itself to a thoroughly ghostly condition, being only a name for the fact 
that the “content” of experience is known. It loses personal form and activity — 
these passing over to the content—and becomes a bare [consciousness], of which in 
its own right absolutely nothing can be said. 

I believe that “consciousness,” when once it has evaporated to this estate . . . is 
on the point of disappearing altogether. It is the name of a nonentity, and has no 
right to a place among first principles. Those who still cling to it are clinging to a 
mere echo, the faint rumor left behind by the disappearing “soul” upon the air of 
philosophy. During the past year, I have read a number of articles whose authors 
seemed just on the point of abandoning the notion of consciousness, and substitut- 
ing for it that of an absolute experience not due to two factors. But they were not 
quite radical enough, not quite daring enough in their negations. For twenty years 
past I have mistrusted “consciousness” as an entity; for seven or eight years past I 
have suggested its non-existence to my students, and tried to give them its prag- 
matic-equivalent in realities of experience. It seems to me that the hour is ripe for it 
to be openly and universally discarded. 

To deny plumply that “consciousness” exists seems so absurd on the face of it— 
for undeniably “thoughts” do exist—that I fear some readers will follow me no far- 
ther. Let me then immediately explain that I mean only to deny that the word stands 
for an entity, but to insist most emphatically that it does stand for a function. There 
is, I mean, no aboriginal stuff or quality of being, contrasted with that of which ma- 
terial objects are made, out of which our thoughts of them are made; but there is a 
function in experience which thoughts perform, and for the performance of which 
this quality of being is invoked. That function is knowing. “Consciousness” is sup- 
posed necessary to explain the fact that things not only are, but get reported, are 
known. Whoever blots out the notion of consciousness from his list of first princi- 
ples must still provide in some way for that function’s being carried on. 

oe 

My thesis is that if we start with the supposition that there is only one primal stuff 
or material in the world, a stuff of which everything is composed, and if we call that 
stuff “pure experience,” then knowing can easily be explained as a particular sort of 
| relation towards one another into which portions of pure experience may enter. The 
relation itself is a part of pure experience; one of its “terms” becomes the subject or 
bearer of the knowledge, the knower, the other becomes the object known. 

eee 

I am as confident as I am of anything that, in myself, the stream of thinking 
(which I recognize emphatically as a phenomenon) is only a careless name for 
what, when scrutinized, reveals itself to consist chiefly of the stream of my breath- 
ing. The “I think” which Kant said must be able to accompany all my objects, is the 
“I breathe” which actually does accompany them. There are other internal facts be- 
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Consciousness ... sides breathing (intracephalic muscular adjustments, 
is fictitious, while etc., of which I have said a word in my larger Psychol- 
i ogy), and these increase the assets of “consciousness, 
thoughts in the so far as the latter is subject to immediate perception; 
concrete are fully but breath, which was ever the original of “spirit,” 
breath moving outwards, between the glottis and the 
real. But thoughts nostrils, is, I am persuaded, the essence out of which 
in the concrete are philosophers have constructed the entity known to 
made of the same them as consciousness. That entity is fictitious, while 
1 Saks thoughts in the concrete are fully real. But thoughts in 
stuff as things are. the concrete are made of the same stuff as things are. 


+ What does James mean when he claims “I mean only to 
deny that the word [consciousness] stands for an entity, but 
to insist most emphatically that it does stand for a func- 
tion”? Is James simply a functionalist? 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


Since Descartes’ discussion of mind and body as two separate and different substances, 
philosophers have struggled with a number of theories to explain how mind and body 
worked together to constitute a complete human being. Certain properties of mind—its 
lack of “extension” and seeming “privileged access,” and the “incorrigibility” of mental 
claims—made the connection between mind and body extremely problematic. There- 
fore, philosophers suggested that mental events and bodily events are different aspects of 
some other event (dual aspect theory), or that they occur in parallel, like the sound and 
visual tracks on a film (parallelism or pre-established harmony), or that bodily events 
cause mental events but not the other way around (epiphenomenalism), or that mental 
events and bodily events are in fact identical (identity theory). Many philosophers and 
psychologists embraced behaviorism, arguing that “mental event” is in fact only short- 
hand fora complex description of patterns of behavior. More recently, many philosophers 
have come to reject the distinction between mind and body altogether, insisting on the 
primacy and indivisibility of the concept of a person. Other philosophers have come to 
embrace functionalism, which holds that the brain is in fact an extremely sophisticated 
computer, and the mind is causally but not logically dependent on the brain. But other 
philosophers dismiss all such theories as essentially hopeless, insisting on the in- 
tractibility of the mind-body problem. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. What is the identity theory? What problem is it called on to answer? In what ways 
is the dual aspect theory a version of the identity theory? In what ways is it similar 
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to Merleau-Ponty’s notion of a unified body? What are the differences and similari- 
ties in these views? 

2. The argument for functionalism is ultimately concerned with the relations between 
elements of the brain. Mental acts occur as a “function” of elements. Logical be- 
haviorism claims that mind is only the “pattern” of our behavior. What is different 
about these two accounts? What is similar about them? In what ways are they using 
the same ideas to provide different accounts of the mind? 

3. Recall that Ryle rejects dualism because, according to him, Descartes committed a 
category mistake. In what sense do phenomenologists, like Husserl and Merleau- 
Ponty, agree with Ryle? How might their accounts differ? In what respect does 
William James’ theory resemble Ryle’s? What are the differences? 

4. Discuss how Nagel’s question of “What Is It Like to Be a Bat” confronts the 
challenge of the eliminative materialists. Can you think of how an eliminative 
materialist might respond? How might some of the other theorists who reject 
dualism respond to the claim that “subjectivity” is essential to our concept of 
ourselves? 


GLOSSARY 


behaviorism In psychology, the radical methodological thesis that insists that only what is pub- 
licly observable can be used as subject matter or as evidence in scientific research regarding 
human beings. In particular, all talk of “minds” and “mental events,” “desires,” “purposes,” 
“ideas,” “perceptions,” and “experiences” is to be given up in favor of terms that refer only to 
the experimental situation or the behavior of the creature (or person) in question (for exam- 
ple, “stimulus,” “response,” “reinforcements”). In philosophy and metaphysics, behaviorism 
is the logical thesis that there are no “covert” or “private” mental events, only patterns of be- 
havior and psychological ways of talking about behavior as “intelligent,” “deceitful,” “calcu- 
lating,” or “inattentive.” All of these must be understood not in terms of some process 
(“intelligence,” “deceitful thinking,” “calculating,” or “lack of attending”) going on “in the 
mind” but rather as ways of interpreting, predicting, and otherwise describing and evaluating 
behavior. 

causal interactionism The theory that mind and body causally interact, that mental events (for 
example, an “act of will”) can cause a bodily consequence (for example, raising one’s arm), 
and that a bodily change (for example, a puncture of the skin) can cause a mental conse- 
quence (for example, a pain). 

dual aspect theory The theory (for example, in Spinoza) that mind and body are simply differ- 
ent aspects (or “attributes”) of one and the same substance, thus avoiding the problem of in- 
teraction between substances. 

dualism In general, the distinction between mind and body as separate substances, or very dif- 
ferent kinds of states and events with radically different properties. 

eliminative materialism The thesis that increasing knowledge of neurology eventually will al- 
low us to give up our “folk psychological” terminology of mental states. 

epiphenomenalism The thesis that mental events are epiphenomena, that is, side effects of var- 
ious physical processes in the brain and nervous system but of little importance themselves. 
The model is a one-way causal model: Body states cause changes in the mind, but mental 
states have no effect in themselves on the body. 
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functionalism The view that the mind is the product of a pattern in the brain, as in a computer, 
rather than a product of the matter of the brain as such. 

identity theory The thesis that the mind and brain are ontologically one and the same, or, more 
accurately, that mental states and events are in fact certain brain and nervous system 
processes. The theory is usually presented as a form of materialism, but it is important to em- 
phasize that, unlike many materialistic theories, it does not deny the existence of mental 
events. It denies only that they have independent existence. Mental events are nothing other 
than certain bodily events. 

immediate For certain and without need for argument. 

incorrigibility Impossible to correct, cannot be mistaken. It has long been argued that our 
claims about our own mental states are incorrigible—we cannot be mistaken about them. 

inference-ticket Ryle’s term for referring to the proper function of a mental state: talk, as a de- 
scription of a pattern of behavior and, therefore, as an “inference-ticket” that allows us to in- 
fer what a person will do in the future. (To say “George wants an olive” is to give us an 
inference-ticket regarding his future behavior around olives.) 

intentionality The “aboutness” of mental states (and other intentional states). A belief is a al- 
ways about something. A desire is always for something. An emotion is directed at someone 
or some situation. The importance of this concept in phenomenology is that it undercuts the 
metaphor of mental “contents” (as in a theater, an image explicitly used by Hume, for exam- 
ple). The concept was used by Husserl’s teacher, Franz Brentano, who borrowed it from 
some medieval philosophers, before Husserl used it and made it famous. McGinn, on the 
other hand, treats intentionality as the content of consciousness. 

parallelism The thesis that mental events and bodily events parallel each other and occur in 
perfect coordination but do not interact. 

pre-established harmony Leibniz’s view that the coordination between our ideas and the phys- 
ical events of the world and our bodies was set up by God in perfect order. 

privacy The seeming inaccessibility of mental states and events to anyone other than the person 
who “has” them. 

private language argument Wittgenstein’s argument that even if there were such “private ob- 
jects” as mental states and events, it would be impossible for us to talk about them and im- 
possible for us to identify them, even in our own case. 

privileged access The technical term used by philosophers to refer to the curious fact that a 
person usually (if not always) can immediately know, simply by paying attention, what is go- 
ing on in his own mind, while other people can find out what is going on—if they can at 
all—only by watching the person’s behavior, listening to what he or she says, or asking (and 
hoping they get a truthful answer). It is important to distinguish privileged access from incor- 
rigibility, The first means that a person knows directly what is “in his mind” without having 
to observe his behavior; the second means that he knows for certain and beyond the possibil- 
ity of error. 

unconscious Freud's famous way of referring to the fact that there are ideas, desires, memories, 
and experiences in our minds to which we do not have privileged access, which we may be 
wrong about (and, therefore, about which our claims are not incorrigible), and which may be 
more evident to other people than to oneself. He also distinguishes a preconscious (“the an- 
techamber of consciousness”). Preconscious ideas can be made conscious simply by being 
attended to. (For example, you do know what the capital of California is, but you weren't 
conscious of it before I mentioned it; it was preconscious.) Truly unconscious ideas, how- 
ever, cannot be made conscious, even when one tries to do so. 
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Many excellent collections and studies of the mind-body problem fall under the rubric of “cogni- 
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theory” are David Rosenthal, ed., Materialism and the Mind-Body Problem (Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1971) and C. V. Borst, ed., The Mind-Brain Identity Theory (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1970). Two delightful presentations of the functionalist position is the collection 
of essays by Dan Dennett, Brainstorms (Newton Center, MA: Bradford Books, 1979) and his 
Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little Brown, 1991). See also J. Margolis, The Philosophy of 
Psychology (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1983), Jay L. Garfield, Foundations of Cogni- 


tive Science (New York: Paragon House, 1990), and David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind (New 
York: Oxford Unity Press, 1996). 


“Two plus two equals four” —as if freedom means that! 


FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKI 


“The murderer had been raised in a slum. His father abandoned him when he was seven 
months old; he was beaten by his older siblings and constantly abused by his mother. He 
never had the chance to attend school; he never could get or hold a job. By the time he 
robbed the store, he was near starvation, addicted to hard drugs, without friends, and 
without help of any kind. His sister said, “I’ve known since he was a child that he would 
do this some day.’ His mother complained, ‘I don’t understand!’ The prosecutor called it 
a ‘cold-blooded, premeditated act.’ The defense accused the whole of society, claiming 
that it had, through its neglect as well as its negative conditioning, made this man an in- 
evitable killer.” We know the rest of the arguments; what we don’t know is their resolu- 
tion. Should a man be held responsible for an act for which he has been conditioned the 
whole of his life? Or must we not hold out that no matter what the circumstances, he 
could have resisted, he could have decided not to commit the crime, and therefore he 
must be held responsible? 

Of all the abstract problems of philosophy, the problem of freedom has the most ob- 
vious practical consequences. If we believe a person is free to choose his or her actions 
and destiny, we tend to load the person with moral responsibility, praise or blame; if we 
believe a person is simply a victim of the fates, a cog in a mechanical universe, or a 
pawn in the abstract hands of society, then our attitude toward his or her actions can be 
no different than our attitudes toward the movement of glaciers and the growth of flow- 
ers. “It happens that way,” that’s all. 
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A. FATALISM AND KARMA 


Are we cogs in the universe? Are we pawns of the fates? People have often thought so. 
Our tendency to believe in fate goes back to the ancient Greeks. Most of the ancient 
Greeks believed that our destinies were already decided for us; no matter what our ac- 
tions, the outcome was settled. Today, many people believe our actions and character 
are the causal result of our genes and our upbringing, and perhaps also the result of 
unconscious fears and desires that we may never even recognize. Then too, astrology 
and other theories of external determination have always been popular. (For instance, 
“Virgo: It’s going to be a bad day: don’t get out of bed and don’t talk to anyone.”) And 
we can see why they would be. The more our actions are the results of other forces and 
not our own doing, the less we need feel responsible for them, and the less we need 
worry about deciding what to do. It is already decided, and not by us. 

Consider for example, the following news article that appeared throughout the 
United States in April 1980: 


The way lawyer John Badger! saw it, he was giving the judge a chance to 
“follow the flow into the brotherhood of man” by entertaining the notion that his 
client's life of crime was ordained by the stars. 

But Circuit Judge Ruben Costa, who said he was “inclined to believe there is a 
certain verity” to astrology, threw out the proposed defense at a pretrial hearing 
Monday for 23-year-old John Matthew Gopel, who is charged with rape, robbery 
and assault. 

Badger had planned to argue Gopel was insane by virtue of his astrological 
destiny. 

Badger said his client, born at 8:14 p.m. on Aug. 8, 1956, was literally “a born 
loser.” 

“There is a force in the life of this young man that forced him to go on 
transmission fluid, sniff gasoline, cocaine, anything he could get his hands on,” he 
said. 

Badger said he intended to present testimony from astrologers, scientists and 
mental health experts, as well as a bartender who would describe the effects of the 
full moon on human behavior. 

The list of defense evidence included the song “When You Wish Upon A Star,” 
Spiderman comic books and the plays King Lear and Hamlet. 


The ancient Greek tragedies, like Oedipus the King, depend upon fatalism, the view 
that whatever a person’s actions and circumstances, however free they may seem, his or her 
predetermined end is inevitable. The story of Oedipus most famously recounted in the 
tragedy by Sophocles is perhaps the most stirring picture of Greek determinism. Oedi- 
pus and his wife, locasta, both scoffed at the prophets and made efforts to avoid their 
prophesied destinies. 


‘AIL names in this article have been invented to protect the individuals involved 
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FROM OEDIPUS THE KING 
BY SOPHOCLES? 


OEDIPUS: I went to Delphi. Phoebus . . . declared 
A thing most horrible: he foretold that I 
Should mate with my own mother, and beget 
A brood that men would shudder to behold, 
And that I was to be the murderer 
Of my own father. 
Therefore, back to Corinth 
I never went—the stars alone have told me 
Where Corinth lies—that I might never see 
Cruel fulfillment of that oracle. 

IOCASTA: Listen to me 
And you will hear the prophetic art 
Touches our human fortunes not at all. 
I soon can give you proof.—An oracle 
Once came to [my husband] . . . 
His fate it was, that he should have a son 
By me, that son would take his father’s life. 
But he was killed—or so they said—by 
Strangers. 
By brigands, at a place where three ways meet. 
As for the child, it was not three days old 
When [my husband] fastened both its feet together 
And had it cast off a precipice. 
Therefore Apollo failed . . . 
So much for what prophetic voices have uttered. 


Unbeknown to either of them, of course, the “brigand” who killed locasta’s husband 
was Oedipus himself, Iocasta’s son, saved as a baby from the precipice and adopted by 
the man he had thought was his father, from whom he had fled. Thus, both their destinies 
had been fulfilled. Neither had any control over—nor even knowledge of —what hap- 
pened to them, and so neither acted freely at all. Thus, the Chorus of observers declares: 


I pray that I might pass my life in reverent holiness of word and deed 
For there are laws enthroned above, 

Heaven created them, 

Olympus was their father, 

And mortal men had no part in their birth. 


How should we deal with our fate? Should we try to know our fate? Iocasta advo- 
cates that “ignorance is bliss,” and tries hard throughout the play not to acknowledge 


2Sophocles, Oedipus the King, trans. H. D. F. Kitto, reprinted in Sylvan Barnet, Morton Berman, and William 
Burto, Types of Drama, 3rd ed., Boston: Little, Brown, 1981. 
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her growing suspicions. If we can’t do anything about our fate, she reasons, then we 
shouldn’t even think about it. But Oedipus insists on finding out the truth, and as a 
whole the play seems to advocate facing the fact of our destinies. 


1OCASTA: Why should we fear, seeing that man is ruled 
By chance, and there is room for no clear forethought? 
No: live at random, live as best one can. . . . 
Whoever thinks 
The least of this, he lives most comfortably. 
OEDIPUS: Alas! you generations of men! 
Even while you live you are next to nothing! 
Has any man won for himself 
More than the shadow of happiness? . . . 
Time sees all, and Time, in your despite 
Disclosed and punished your unnatural marriage 
CREON [OEDIPUS’S UNCLE/BROTHER-IN-LAW]: 
Seek not to have your way in all things. 
Where you had your way before, 
Your mastery broke before the end. 


The anthropomorphic Greek gods were integral to the ancient Greek notion of “fate.” 
Human choices were considered impotent to change one’s fate, because human beings 
were thought to be at the mercy of the gods’ whims. But another conception of fate, the 
Buddhist conception, sees human choices as tremendously important—not because 
they are free, but precisely the opposite. In Buddhism, all human choices are gestures of 
attachment to the physical world, each one binding its maker more and more to a diffi- 
cult fate. The effects of one’s choices, as we have seen in Chapter 1, are called his or her 
karma, which one can only escape by paying the long-term debt that he or she has built 
up. Thus, there is a concept of freedom here, called nirvana, but it is not a freedom of 
the self or the individual. In fact, it is a freedom from the self and the individual, 
achieved only when there is no longer a self at all. It is our foolish attachment to this 
world, the Buddhist claims, which fosters the illusion that we are individuals at all. In a 
sense then, our fate is entirely determined; yet ironically, if we submit ourselves to fate 
and accept its authority, if we can stop making choices which further delude us into be- 
lieving we are free, then and only then, can we ultimately become really free. 

Consider the following excerpt from a contemporary Japanese philosopher, Keiji 
Nishitani, who has written extensively on the Buddhist concept of “nothingness” and 
the Western concept of “nihilism,” which he says has now infected Japan. 


ON FATE 
BY KEI JI NISHITANI? 


From that viewpoint [the standpoint of nothingness] the world of karma is a world 
where each individual is determined by its ties and causal kinship within an endless 


‘Keiji Nishitani. Religion and Nothingness, ed. and trans. Jan Van Bragt. Copyright © 1982 by Keiji Nishi 
tani. Published by University of California Press 


A. FATALISM AND KARMA 44] 


world nexus, and yet each instance of individual existence and behavior, as well as 
each moment of their time, arises as something totally new, possessed of freedom 
and creativity. 

Although the ebb and flow of the total nexus “since time past without beginning” 
is conceived as an infinite chain of causal necessity, its having no beginning implies, 
conversely, a before previous to any and all conceivable pasts. For such time to have 
no end means that it has an after that is future even to the most remote of possible 
futures. Any such before and after (beyond any definite before and after) lies in the 
present of every man and makes the present into free and creative activity. 

eee 

The karmic deeds that make manifest this restless, incessant becoming always 
return thereby at the same time to the home-ground of karma, to the home-ground 
of the present. In other words, doing opens itself up on each occasion to the open- 
ness of nihility and thus preserves the dimension of ecstatic transcendence. 

This means that the self is at all times itself. Even as in my karma I constantly 
constitute my existence as a becoming qua being, in the home-ground of that karma 
I am ever in my own homeground: I am always myself. This is why restless, inces- 
sant becoming within time is at all times my existence. Karma is at all times my 
karma. And this means that it is free karma, that it implies an ecstatic transcendence 
to nihility. 

Of course, although we call it freedom or creativity, it is not at this point true 
freedom or creativity. Freedom here is one with an inner necessity compelling us 
constantly to be doing something. It is in unison with that infinite drive and that 
infinite drive in turn is in unison with freedom. To be within the limitless world- 
nexus ceaselessly relating to something or other, and to be conditioned and deter- 
mined in these relations by the world-nexus, is, seen from the other side, a 
self-determination. While the present karma is here the free work of the self, it ap- 
pears at the same time to be possessed of the character of fate. Fate arises to 
awareness in unison with that freedom. Here the present karma reaches awareness 
under its form of infinity as infinite drive, in its “willful” essence. 

The self’s relation with something, seen as a self-determination, is the self’s ex- 
ercise of free will. Of its own accord, the self accepts a thing as good or rejects it as 
bad. But insofar as it is determined through causal kinship within the total nexus, 
this free will is a fate, a causal necessity, without thereby ceasing to be free will. To 
accept or reject something implies a simultaneous “attachment” to it. The karma 
that relates to something by lusting after it is at once voluntary and compulsory. 
The being of the self that comes about in that karma is at once a freedom and a bur- 
den. Here spontaneity becomes a burden and a debt. 

eee 

All of this indicates how deeply rooted self-centeredness is. So deeply under- 
ground do the roots of the self extend that no karmic activity can ever reach them. 
The karma of the self at all times returns to its own home-ground, namely, to the 
self itself, but it cannot get back to the home-ground of the self as such. Karma 
can do no more than go back to its own home-ground in the self and there reinstate 
its debt-laden existence. In karma, the self is constantly oriented inward to the 
home-ground of the self; and yet the only thing it achieves by this is the constant 
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reconstitution of being gua becoming in a time without beginning or end. To transit 
endlessly through time in search of the home-ground of the self is the true form of 
our karma, that is, of our being in time, our life. 

The karma of “time past without beginning” is the true form of our life. It 
implies a sense of essential “despair.” Karma is what Kierkegaard calls the “sick- 
ness unto death.” Its despair rises to awareness from directly underfoot of the work 
of our present deed, word, and thought, from the fountainhead of time without be- 
ginning or end, and of being within that time, in short from our self-centeredness. 
We can see an awareness of that despair also underlying the confession of the Bud- 
dhist Verse of Repentance, which suggests that every sort of karma stemming from 
the body, mouth, and mind of the self is grounded in a greed, anger, and folly with- 


out beginning. 


Karma is freedom 
determined by 
causal necessity 
within the whole 
infinite nexus, 

a freedom of 
spontaneity in 
“attachment” 
and, therefore, 

a freedom totally 
bound by fate. 


ore 

Karma here comes to bear the marks of guilt and 
sin. In a certain sense, it takes on the character of origi- 
nal sin, namely, sin that is as equally elemental as the 
free work and existence of man. Karma is freedom de- 
termined by causal necessity within the whole infinite 
nexus, a freedom of spontaneity in “attachment” and, 
therefore, a freedom totally bound by fate. At the same 
time, having reduced the whole causal nexus to its own 
center, it is a freedom altogether unbound. In karma 
these two aspects of freedom and causal necessity be- 
come one. Consequently, as a freedom that derives en- 
tirely from the determining force of causal necessity, as 
a freedom chased out and driven away from necessity, 
karma binds itself in attachment to the other, while at 
the same time it remains an altogether unbound free- 
dom, gathering every other into the center of the self. 
This freedom is in the mode of an original sin. 


¢ What are the similarities and differences between the notion 
of fate and the notion of karma? How is the notion of luck 
different from both of them? 


B. PREDESTINATION 


Fatalism, in its Greek or Buddhist sense, is the claim that our future is determined by a 
play of forces beyond our understanding. But what if these forces are understood and 
in fact created by one, superhuman being? Predestination has been the view of many 
theologians, according to whom our every action (and every event in the universe) is 
known, if not also caused in advance, by God. Predestination, like fatalism, does not de- 
pend upon any particular antecedent conditions, unless we want to say that God is an 


antecedent condition 
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All the Western theologians have had to ponder the problem of predestination and 
freedom, since all the Western religions’ scriptures claim that God created, or caused, 
everything. As we saw in Chapter 2, this is of particular concern when considering evil. 
There, the “problem of evil” was described as the question of how evil could be caused 
by a good God. We now can see that the crux of the “problem of evil” is the question of 
freedom. It would be easy to explain much evil if human beings were free—in that case, 
we are the cause of evil, and not an all-good God. But if, as is stated in scripture, God 
created and caused everything, then surely, God creates our human actions, too. Hu- 
mans sin—and so it seems we are back to the drawing board. How can an all-good God 
cause us or let us be free to sin? 

The following lines from St. Augustine summarize the problem of freedom and one 
Christian solution to it. God made human beings free, because He is all good, and free 
actions are better than unfree ones. However, since freedom allows us to sin, we are re- 
sponsible for bringing evil into the world. 


FROM ON FREE CHOICE OF THE WILL 
BY ST. AUGUSTINE* 


I. WHY DID GOD GIVE FREEDOM OF THE WILL TO MEN, 
SINCE IT IS BY THIS THAT MEN SIN? 


EvopIus. Now, if possible, explain to me why God gave man free choice of the 
will since if he had not received it he would not be able to sin. 

AUGUSTINE. Are you perfectly sure that God gave to man what you think ought not 
to have been given? 

EVODIUS. As far as I seem to understand the discussion in the first book, we have 
freedom of will, and could not sin if we were without it. 

AUGUSTINE. I, too, remember that this was made clear to us. But I just asked you 
whether you know that it was God who gave us that which we possess, through 
which it is clear that we commit sin. 

Evoptius. No one else. For we are from Him, and whether we sin or whether we do 
right, we earn reward or punishment from Him. 

AUGUSTINE. I want to ask, as well: do you know this clearly, or do you believe it 
willingly without really knowing it, because you are prompted by authority? 

EVODIUS. I admit that at first I trusted authority on this point. But what can be more 
true than that all good proceeds from God, that everything just is good, and that 
it is just to punish sinners and to reward those who do right? From this it follows 
that through God sinners are afflicted with unhappiness, and those who do right 
endowed with happiness. 

AUGUSTINE. I do not object, but let me ask another question: how do you know that 
we are from God? You did not answer that; instead, you explained that we merit 
punishment and reward from God. 


4St. Augustine, On Free Choice of the Will, trans. Anna S. Benjamin and L. H. Hackstaff. Copyright © 1964. 
Reprinted by permission of Prentice-Hall, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ. 
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EVODIUS. The answer to that question, too, is clear, if for no other reason than the 
fact that, as we have already agreed, God punished sins. All justice is from God, 
and it is not the role of justice to punish foreigners, although it is the role of 
goodness to bestow benefits on them. Thus it is clear that we belong to God, 
since He is not only most generous in bestowing benefits upon us, but also most 
just in punishing us. Also, we can understand that man is from God through the 
fact, which I proposed and you conceded, that every good is from God. For man 
himself, insofar as he is a man, is a good, because he can live rightly when he so 
wills. 

AUGUSTINE. If this is so, the question that you proposed is clearly answered. If man 
is a good, and cannot act rightly unless he wills to do so, then he must have free 
will, without which he cannot act rightly. We must not believe that God gave us 
free will so that we might sin, just because sin is committed through free will. It 
is sufficient for our question, why free will should have been given to man, to 
know that without it man cannot live rightly. That it was given for this reason 
can be understood from the following: if anyone uses free will for sinning, he in- 
curs divine punishment. This would be unjust if free will had been given not 
only that man might live rightly, but also that he might sin. For how could a man 
justly incur punishment who used free will to do the thing for which it was 
given? When God punishes a sinner, does He not seem to say, “Why have you 
not used free will for the purpose for which I gave it to you, to act rightly?” 
Then too, if man did not have free choice of will, how could there exist the good 
according to which it is just to condemn evildoers and reward those who act 
rightly? What was not done by will would be neither evildoing nor right action. 
But punishment and reward would be unjust if man did not have free will. More- 
over, there must needs be justice both in punishment and in reward, since justice 
is one of the goods that are from God. Therefore, God must needs have given 
free will to man, 


One’s opinion on the question of freedom was a crucial determinant of one’s sectar- 
ian alliance in early Islam. Islam is sometimes understood in the West as a “fatalist” re- 
ligion; in other words, it is thought that all Muslims believe that human beings are not 
free. However, the Mu’ tazilites, one of the first Islamic sects, claimed that the human 
will is free, despite passages in scripture which would lead one to believe the contrary, 
such as the following: 


“No misfortune befalls except by Allah's [God's] will. He guides the hearts of those 
who believe in him. Allah has knowledge of all things.” (64:11) 


“Every misfortune that befalls the earth or your own persons, is ordained before we 
bring it into being.” (57:22-23) 


Thus, Islam provides an interesting breadth of argument on the question of freedom. 
The Mu tazilites claimed that human freedom is consistent with God's power, by dis- 
tinguishing between two types of action, or causality. God’s actions are “necessary,” or 
lawlike. They must happen. Human actions, however, are “intentional,” they are contin- 
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gent upon God’s actions, which are their necessary conditions and consequences. Thus, 
a person is free, for instance, to hit a billiard ball with his or her pool cue. But he or she 
is not free to hit the ball and have it stay still, or to hit it in one direction and have it go 
in another. Only God is “free” to make necessary, physical, laws. For the Mu’ tazilites, 
human freedom amounts to directing God’s actions along various possible paths. We 
are responsible for how we direct God’s creations, and so we are rightly rewarded or 
punished by God for our choices. 

Another very important Islamic school, the Ash’arites, reacted against the Mu’- 
tazilites in favor of a more liberal interpretation of scriptural passages like the ones 
above. The Ash’arites, however, wound up making a distinction with regard to the ques- 
tion of freedom which was similar to that of the Mu’tazilites. The Ash’arites claimed 
that only God is free, and that all human actions are determined by God. God’s “pre- 
destination” here, however, is more like an offer of a gift. God offers to human beings 
various actions, which they can accept, acquire, or pass. Only God, therefore, can create 
an action, according to the Ash’arites. Human beings merely acquire them, “second- 
hand” so to speak. When we acquire good actions, we deserve our reward. When we ac- 
quire bad ones, we deserve our punishment. 

Although one may take it overall, then, that Islamic tradition does seem to believe 
more in God’s predestination than does Christianity, the Islamic stance on the question 
of freedom is really a very complex one. The debate within Islam about freedom con- 
tinues to this day. Here is an example from an important twentieth-century Islamic the- 
ologian, Sir Mohammad Iqbal. 


FROM THE RECONSTRUCTION OF RELIGIOUS 
THOUGHT IN ISLAM 
BY MOHAMMAD IQBAL5 


Does the ego then determine its own activity? If so, how is the self-determination of 
the ego related to the determination of the spatio-temporal order? Is personal 
causality a special kind of causality, or only a disguised form of the mechanism of 
Nature? It is claimed that the two kinds of determinism are not mutually exclusive 
and that the scientific method is equally applicable to human action. The human act 
of deliberation is understood to be a conflict of motives which are conceived, not as 
the ego's own present or inherited tendencies of action or inaction, but as so many 
external forces fighting one another, gladiator-like, on the arena of the mind. Yet the 
final choice is regarded as a fact determined by the strongest force, and not by the 
resultant of contending motives, like a purely physical effect. I am, however, firmly 
of the opinion that the controversy between the advocates of Mechanism and Free- 
dom arises from a wrong view of intelligent action which modern psychology, un- 
mindful of its own independence as a science, possessing a special set of facts to 
observe, was bound to take on account of its slavish imitation of physical sciences. 
eee 


SMohammad Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, London: Oxford University Press, 
1934, 
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Thus the element of guidance and directive control in the ego’s activity clearly 
shows that the ego is a free personal causality. He shares in the life and freedom of 
the Ultimate Ego who, by permitting the emergence of a finite ego, capable of pri- 
vate initiative, has limited this freedom of His own free will. This freedom of con- 
scious behaviour follows from the view of ego-activity which the Quran takes. 
There are verses which are unmistakably clear on this point: 

“And say: The truth is from your Lord: Let him, then, who will, believe: and let 
him who will, be an unbeliever.” (18:28.) 

“If ye do well to your own behoof will ye do well: 


[Fatalism] is life and if ye do evil against yourselves will ye do it.” 


and boundless E, i , ASA 
i Indeed Islam recognizes a very important fact of hu- 

power which man psychology, i.e., the rise and fall of the power to 

reco gni zes no act freely, and is anxious to retain the power to act 

obstruction, and freely as a constant and undiminished factor in the life 
of the ego. The timing of the daily prayer which ac- 

can make a man cording to the Quran restores “self-possession” to the 

calmly offer his ego by bringing it into closer touch with the ultimate 


prayers w hen source of life and freedom, is intended to save the ego 
from the mechanizing effects of sleep and business. 
bullets are shower- Prayer in Islam is the ego’s escape from mechanism to 
ing around him. freedom. 
The fatalism implied in this attitude is not negation 
| of the ego . . . it is life and boundless power which recognizes no obstruction, and 
can make a man calmly offer his prayers when bullets are showering around him. 


A very different example of determinism comes from the African Yoruba nation. In 
the Yoruba version, there is a place for human freedom within a larger determinist con- 
text. Here it is described by philosopher Jacqueline Trimier: 


ON THE YORUBA ORI 
BY JACQUELINE TRIMIER® 


In Yoruba philosophy, the ori [or “inner head” ] determines one’s fate, and, contrary 
to most alternative cultural accounts of the soul, the Yoruba actually chooses his 

ori. In the creation myth Ajala, the “potter of heads,” provides each body with a 
head. But before a person arrives on earth, he or she must go to the house of Ajala 
to choose a head. To make matters more complicated, Ajala has a reputation for be- 
ing irresponsible and careless. As a result, Ajala molds many bad heads; he some- 
times forgets to fire some, misshapes others, and overburns still others. Because it is 
said that he owes money to many people, Ajala commonly hides in the ceiling to 


“Jacqueline Trimier. “African Philosophy,” from World Philosophy, ed. R. C. Solomon and K. Higgins, New 
York- McGraw-Hill, 1994. Reprinted by permission of the author 
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avoid creditors and neglects some of the heads he put on the fire, leaving them to 
burn. But beneath this earthy and all-too-human depiction of the deity, certain clas- 
sic concepts of fate and freedom are evident. People choose their destinies, but it is 
a choice that is fraught with dangers and uncertainties. Ajala molds many bad heads 
and only a few good ones. When a person gets to Ajala’s storehouse of heads, he or 
she does not know which heads are bad or good—all people choose heads in igno- 
rance. If a person picks a bad head, he or she is doomed to failure in life. Moreover, 
before a person reaches earth with a body, head, and soul, rain can erode an imper- 
fectly made head. On earth, hard work would be useless to affect one’s fortune be- 
cause all of one’s energy would have been used for repairing the damaged, useless 
head. yet, if a person picks a really good head, the person is destined to have a 
good, prosperous life. With hard work, he or she will surely be successful, since lit- 
tle or no energy need be expended in costly head repairs. 

The concept of the ori or inner head carries with it a profound belief in predesti- 
nation. The life one leads depends upon the head one chooses. One myth from Zfa 
literary corpus tells about three friends Oriseeku, Orileemere, and Afuwape who 
needed heads to travel from heaven to earth. They went to find the house of Ajala to 
choose their heads. Before leaving heaven, they were told not to stop at any place 
along the way. However, Afuwape did not listen; he visited his father, and his two 
friends left him behind. When the latter reached Ajala’s house, they did not find 
him because, as usual, he was hiding in the rafters from creditors. Instead of wait- 
ing for Ajala to appear, the two friends picked their heads without knowing which 
ones were properly made; and as they descended to earth, rain wore out their heads. 
Consequently, they lived unsuccessful lives on earth. 

Afuwape got to the home of his father, Orunmila (god of wisdom), who was con- 
sulting his /fa (divination texts). When Afuwape told his father of his plan to see 
Ajala, the Ifa priests consulted for Afuwape and said Orunmila should offer money 
and salt as a sacrifice and that Afuwape should carry part of these offerings on his 
journey. Afuwape left his father’s home and, along the way, asked a gatekeeper for 
the way to Ajala’s house. The gatekeeper had never used salt before and was cook- 
ing his soup over a flame and salting it with ashes. Afuwape offered the gatekeeper 
some salt which he liked. To return the kindness, the gatekeeper took Afuwape to 
the house of Ajala. 

When Afuwape found Ajala’s house, Ajala was not at home but one of the credi- 
tors was waiting for him. The gatekeeper had advised Afuwape to help Ajala pay 
part of his debt so that Ajala would help him choose the best head possible. 
Afuwape paid the debt, and the creditor left. When Ajala came home, he was so 
grateful that he took Afuwape to his storehouse and helped him choose the best 
head. Consequently, Afuwape’s head withstood the hazards of a journey to earth, 
and he had a good life on earth. 


To Americans, the most familiar version of belief in predestination comes from that 
school of Protestant Christianity called Calvinism. In the following passage, the famous 
American Calvinist theologian, Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758), gives a defense of 
his belief in predestination. 
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FROM “FREEDOM OF THE WILL” 
BY JONATHAN EDWARDS? 


Wherein it is considered whether there is or can be any such sort of freedome of 
will, as that wherein Arminians® place the essence of the liberty of all moral agents; 
and whether any such thing ever was or can be conceived of. 

ooe 

First, I am to prove, that God has an absolute and certain foreknowledge of the 
free actions of moral agents. 

One would think, it should be wholly needless to enter on such an argument with 
any that profess themselves Christians: but so it is; God’s certain foreknowledge of 
the free acts of moral agents, is denied by some that pretend to believe the Scrip- 
tures to be the word of God; and especially of late. I therefore shall consider the ev- 
idence of such a prescience in the Most High, as fully as the designed limits of this 
essay will admit of; supposing myself herein to have to do with such as own the 
truth of the Bible. 

ARG I. My first argument shall be taken from God’s prediction of such events. 
Here I would, in the first place, lay down these two things as axioms. 


(1) If God does not foreknow, he cannot foretell such events; that is, he cannot 
peremptorily and certainly foretell them. If God has no more than an uncer- 
tain guess concerning events of this kind, then he can declare no more than an 
uncertain guess. Positively to foretell, is to profess to foreknow, or to declare 
positive foreknowledge. 

(2) If God does not certainly foreknow the future volitions of moral agents, then 
neither can he certainly foreknow those events which are consequent and de- 
pendent on these volitions. The existence of the one depending on the exis- 
tence of the other; the knowledge of the existence of the one depends on the 
knowledge of the existence of the other; and the one cannot be more certain 
than the other. 


Therefore, how many, how great and how extensive soever the consequences of 
the volitions of moral agents may be; though they should extend to an alteration of 
the slate of things through the universe, and should be continued in a series of suc- 
cessive events to all eternity, and should in the progress of things branch forth into 
an infinite number of series, each of them going on in an endless line or chain of 
| events; God must be as ignorant of all these consequences, as he is of the volitions 
whence they take their rise: all these events, and the whole slate of things depend- 
ing on them, how important, extensive and vast soever, must be hid from him. 


Jonathan Edwards, “Freedom of the Will,” from The Works of President Edwards, In Four Volumes, Vol. 2. 
New York: Leavitt and Allen, 1856 


“Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609) was a Dutch theologian who claimed that although God has foreknowledge 
of our actions, human beings nonetheless act freely. Edwards aims his arguments against Arminius’ followers 


throughout 


SECTION XII. 


things. 


If there be any 
such thing as a 
divine Fore- 
knowledge of 


the volitions of free 


agents, that Fore- 
knowledge . . . is 
a thing which 
already has, and 
long ago had, 
existence; and so, 
now its existence 
is necessary; it 

is now utterly 
impossible to 

be otherwise 
than that this 
Foreknowledge 
should be, or 
should have 

been. 
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God’s certain Foreknowledge of the future Volitions of moral 
Agents, inconsistent with such a Contingence of those Volitions 


as is without all Necessity. 


Having proved that God has a certain and infallible prescience of the act of the 
Will of moral agents, I come now, in the second place, to show the consequence; to 
show how it follows from hence, that these events are necessary, with a Necessity 
of connection or consequence. 

The chief Arminian divines, so far as I have opportunity to observe, deny this 
consequence; and affirm, that if such Foreknowledge be allowed, it is no evidence 
of any Necessity of the event foreknown. Now I desire, that this matter may be par- 
ticularly and thoroughly inquired into. I cannot but think that, on particular and full 
consideration, it may be perfectly determined, whether it be indeed so or not. 

In order to a proper consideration of this matter, I would observe the following 


I. It is very evident, with regard to a thing whose exis- 
tence is infallibly and indissolubly connected with 
something which already hath or has had existence, 
the existence of that thing is necessary. Here may be 
noted: 

1. I observed before, in explaining the nature of 
Necessity, that in things which are past, their 
existence is now necessary: having already 
made sure of existence, it is too late for any 
possibility of alteration in that respect: it is 
now impossible that it should be otherwise 
than true, that that thing has existed. 

2. If there be any such thing as a divine Fore- 
knowledge of the volitions of free agents, that 
Foreknowledge, by the supposition, is a thing 
which already has, and long ago had, exis- 
tence; and so, now its existence is necessary; 
it is now utterly impossible to be otherwise 
than that this Foreknowledge should be, or 
should have been. 

3. It is also very manifest, that those things 
which are indissolubly connected with other 
things that are necessary, are themselves nec- 
essary. As that proposition whose truth is 
necessarily connected with another proposi- 
tion, which is necessarily true, is itself neces- 
sarily true. To say otherwise, would be a 
contradiction: it would be in effect to say, that 
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the connection was indissoluble, and yet was not so, but might be broken. 
If that, whose existence is indissolubly connected with something whose 
existence is now necessary, is itself not necessary, then it may possibly not 
exist, notwithstanding that indissoluble connection of its existence. — 
Whether that absurdity be not glaring, let the reader judge. 

4. Itis no less evident, that if there be a full, certain, and infallible Fore- 
knowledge of the future existence of the volitions of moral agents, then 
there is a certain infallible and indissoluble connection between those 
events and that Foreknowledge; and that therefore, by the preceding ob- 
servations, those events are necessary events; being infallibly and indissol- 
ubly connected with that whose existence already is, and so is now 
necessary, and cannot but have been. 

To say the Foreknowledge is certain and infallible, and yet the connec- 
tion of the event with that Foreknowledge is not indissoluble, but dissolu- 
ble and fallible, is very absurd. To affirm it, would be the same thing as to 
affirm that there is no necessary connection between a proposition’s being 
infallibly known to be true, and its being true indeed. So that it is perfectly 
demonstrable, that if there be any infallible knowledge of future volitions, 
the event is necessary; or, in other words, that it is impossible but the event 
should come to pass. For if it be not impossible but that it may be other- 
wise, then it is not impossible but true. But how absurd is that, on the sup- 
position that there is now an infallible knowledge (i.e. knowledge which it 
is impossible should fail) that it is true. There is this absurdity in it, that it 
is not impossible but that there now should be no truth in that proposition 
which is now infallibly known to be true. 


II. That no future event can be certainly foreknown, whose existence is contingent, 


and without all necessity, may be proved thus; it is impossible for a thing to 

be certainly known to any intellect without evidence. To suppose otherwise, im- 
plies a contradiction: because, for a thing to be certainly known to any under- 
standing, is for it to be evident to that understanding: and for a thing to be 
evident to any understanding, is the same thing as for that understanding to see 
evidence of it: but no understanding, created or uncreated, can see evidence 
where there is none: for is the same thing as to see that to be which is not. And 
therefore, if there by any truth which is absolutely without evidence, that truth is 
absolutely unknowable, insomuch that it implies a contradiction to suppose that 
it is known. ... 

To suppose the future volitions of moral agents not to be necessary events; or, 
which is the same thing, events which it is not impossible but that they may 

not come to pass; and yet to suppose that God certainly foreknows them, and 
knows all things, is to suppose God's knowledge to be inconsistent with itself. 
For to say, that God certainly, and without all conjecture, knows that a thing 
will infallibly be, which at the same time he knows to be so contingent that it 
may possibly not be, is to suppose his knowledge inconsistent with itself; or 
that one thing that he knows, is utterly inconsistent with another thing that he 
knows 
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+ How do predestination and fatalism differ? In what respects 
are they similar? Is predestination a version of fatalism? 

+ How does predestination relate to the problem of evil? What 
account does St. Augustine offer to tie them together? How, 
then, is there room for free will? 

+ What are the differences between the two Islamic schools 
(Mu 'tazilites and Ash'arites) conceptions of human freedom 
and predestination? 

+ Compare the Yoruba to the Calvinist view of predestination. 


C. DETERMINISM 


As we have seen, the problem of freedom occurs in different contexts, from pagan fa- 
talism to Christian predestination. The problem occurs in terms of the most abstract the- 
sis that the universe as a whole is a single great machine or “substance” (as in Newton 
or Spinoza) and in very localized theories about the psychology of the human personal- 
ity. At all levels, however, the problem has usually been identified with a single claim, 
determinism. We were briefly introduced to determinism in Chapter 1: Spinoza de- 
fended it in his metaphysical system; Newton gave it a convincing scientific interpreta- 
tion with his physical theories. In a phrase, determinism can be characterized by a 
principle already familiar to us from Chapter 3, the “principle of universal causation.” 
“Every event has its cause(s).” Determinism is the thesis that everything that happens in 
the universe is determined according to the laws of nature. The problem is that human 
actions, whatever else they might be, are also events in the physical universe. But if hu- 
man action is just another law-determined natural occurrence, can it also be free? It is as 
if we were to start praising people (or blaming them) for obeying the law of gravity. 
What else could they possibly do? 

Determinism as we have defined it is related, but different from fatalism and predes- 
tination. According to fatalism, despite what happens, the end is inevitable. In predesti- 
nation, God’s will has power over both human choices and natural law. According to 
determinism, however, an event will necessarily happen if its antecedent conditions are 
fulfilled, Determinism, on the other hand, need not say that any event is inevitable, it in- 
sists only that if certain conditions exist, then a certain kind of event will take place (for 
example, if a pot of water is heated sufficiently, then it will boil; or if a person is forced 
to choose between losing his life and killing an insect, then he will take the life of the 
insect). This “if . . . then” structure is essential to determinism. (There need be no such 
“ifs” or “thens” to fatalism or predestination.) 

Determinism is the theory that every event in the universe, including every human 
action, has its natural causes; given certain antecedent conditions, then an event will 
take place necessarily, according to the laws of nature. But we must fill out the deter- 
minist’s premise by at least one more step. It is not enough to say, “every event has its 
natural cause(s),” since this would leave open the possibility that although every event 
requires certain antecedent conditions in order to take place, the event might still be a 
matter of chance, at least to some extent, or a matter of human choice. We must say that 
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“every event has its sufficient natural cause(s).” Sufficient means capable of bringing 
the event about by itself. Then there is no room for chance and no room for choice. This 
view, which we shall call “hard” determinism (“hard” as in “hardhearted” as well as a 
“hard” conclusion to accept), clearly leaves no room for human freedom. Without 
choice, there can be no freedom, and without freedom, there is no reason to hold a per- 
son responsible for his action, no matter how virtuous or how vicious it might be. Ac- 
cording to the hard determinist thesis, we can barely be said to be “acting” at all, for our 
“actions” are nothing but the result of antecedent conditions and laws of nature that 
leave no room for our “doing something” at all. 


1. Hard Determinism 


The hard determinist premise received its greatest impetus from Newton’s physics and 
his picture of the universe as “matter in motion,” determined according to the laws of 
motion and gravitation that he so elegantly formulated. But his followers applied these 
laws not only to the movements of the planets and the stars or to the ball rolling down 
an inclined plane. According to them, we too are “matter in motion,” physical bodies 
that are subject to all of the laws of nature. What we “do” is just as determined by these 
laws as any other event in nature. 

This “hardheaded” determinism has maintained a powerful hold on philosophers 
ever since Isaac Newton published his theories in the seventeenth century. The philoso- 
pher Pierre Simon La Place had such confidence in the Newtonian system that he 
claimed that if he knew the location and motion of every object in the universe, he could 
predict the location and motion of every object in the universe at any time in the future. 
(He could also retrodict, or look, back to, every past state of the universe.) This means 
that if he had a proper map of the universe, including the material parts of our own bod- 
ies, he could predict everything that would ever happen, and of course, everything that 
we would ever do, If this is so, what possible sense could we make of our vain claims to 
have choices of actions, to decide what to do, or to hold ourselves and others responsi- 
ble for what we have done? 

La Place’s confidence in the hard determinist thesis was common among the imme- 
diate successors and enthusiasts of Newton. For example, one of the philosophers of the 
French Enlightenment, Baron Paul Henri d’Holbach, defended the hard determinist 
viewpoint so uncompromisingly that he shocked even his colleagues as well as the 
many traditionalists. 


rrom SYSTEM OF NATURE 
ny BARON PAUL HENRI D’HOLBACH® 


In whatever manner man is considered, he is connected to universal nature, and 
submitted to the necessary and immutable laws that she interposes on all beings she 
contains, according to their peculiar essences or to the respective properties with 
which, without consulting them, she endows each particular species. Man’s life is a 


Raron Paul Henri d'Holbach, System of Nature, London: Kearsley, 1797 
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line that nature commands him to describe upon the surface of the earth, without 
his ever being able to swerve from it, even for an instant. He is born without his 
own consent; his organization does in nowise depend upon himself; his ideas come 
to him involuntarily; his habits are in the power of those who cause him to contract 
them; he is unceasingly modified by causes, whether visible or concealed, over 
which he has no control, which necessarily regulate his mode or existence, give the 
hue to his way of thinking, and determine his manner of acting. He is good or bad, 
happy or miserable, wise or foolish, reasonable or irrational, without his will being 
for anything in these various states. Nevertheless, in spite of the shackles by which 
he is bound, it is pretended he is a free agent, or that independent of the causes by 
which he is moved, he determines his own will, and regulates his own condition. 

However slender the foundation of his opinion, of which everything ought to 
point out to him the error, it is current at this day and passes for an incontestable 
truth with a great number of people, otherwise extremely enlightened; it is the basis 
of religion, which supposing relations between man and the unknown being she has 
placed above nature, has been incapable of imagining how man could merit reward 
or deserve punishment from this being, if he was not a free agent. Society has been 
believed interested in his system; because an idea has gone abroad, that if all the ac- 
tions of man were to be contemplated as necessary, the right of punishing those 
who injure their associates would no longer exist. At length human vanity accom- 
modated itself to a hypothesis which, unquestionably, appears to distinguish man 
from all other physical beings, by assigning to him the special privilege of a total 
independence of all other causes, but of which a very little reflection would have 
shown him the impossibility. 

The will, as we have elsewhere said, is a modification of the brain, by which it is 
disposed to action, or prepared to give play to the organs. This will be necessarily 
determined by the qualities, good or bad, agreeable or painful, of the object or the 
motive that acts upon his sense, or of which the idea remains with him, and is resus- 
citated by his memory. In consequence, he acts necessarily, his action is the result of 
the impulse he receives either from the motive, from the object, or from the idea 
which has modified his brain, or disposed his will. When he does not act according 
to his impulse, it is because there comes some new cause, some new motive, some 
new idea, which modified his brain in a different manner, gives him a new impulse, 
determines his will in another way, by which the action of the former impulse is sus- 
pended: thus, the sight of an agreeable object, or its idea, determines his will to set 
him in action to procure it; but if a new object or a new idea more powerfully attracts 
him, it gives a new direction to his will, annihilates the effect of the former, and pre- 
vents the action by which it was to be procured. This is the mode in which reflection, 
experience, reason, necessarily arrests or suspends the action of man’s will: without 
this he would of necessity have followed the anterior impulse which carried him to- 
ward a then desirable object. In all this he always acts according to necessary laws 
from which he has no means of emancipating himself. 

ee 

In short, the actions of man are never free; they are always the necessary 
consequence of his temperament, of the received ideas, and of the notions, either true 
or false, which he has formed to himself of happiness; of his opinions, strengthened 
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In short, the 
actions of man 

are never free; 
they are always 
the necessary 
consequence of his 
temperament, of 
the received ideas, 
and of the notions, 
either true or false, 
which he has 
formed to himself 
of happiness; of 
his opinions, 
strengthened by 
example, by edu- 
cation, and by 
daily experience. 


by example, by education, and by daily experience. So 
many crimes are witnessed on the earth only because 
every thing conspires to render man vicious and crimi- 
nal; the religion he has adopted, his government, his ed- 
ucation, the examples set before him, irresistibly drive 
him on to evil: under these circumstances, morality 
preaches virtue to him in vain. In those societies where 
vice is esteemed, where crime is crowned, where venal- 
ity is constantly recompensed, where the most dreadful 
disorders are punished only in those who are too weak 
to enjoy the privilege of committing them with im- 
punity, the practice of virtue is considered nothing more 
than a painful sacrifice of happiness. Such societies 
chastise, in the lower orders, those excesses which they 
respect in the higher ranks; and frequently have the in- 
justice to condemn those in the penalty of death, whom 
public prejudices, maintained by constant example, 
have rendered criminal. 

Man, then, is not a free agent in any one instant of 
life; he is necessarily guided in each step by those 
advantages, whether real or fictitious, that he attaches 
to the objects by which his passions are roused: these 
passions themselves are necessary in a being who un- 
ceasingly tends towards his own happiness; their en- 
ergy is necessary, since that depends on his 


temperament; his temperament is necessary, because it depends on the physical ele- 
ments which enter into his composition; the modification of his temperament is 
necessary, as it is the infallible and inevitable consequence of the impulse he re- 
ceives from the incessant action of moral and physical beings. 


Given the scientific paradigm that is still widespread in philosophy, determinism is 
still an influential thesis, despite the shifts in science that make d’ Holbach’s conception 
of nature quite outdated. But not everyone today finds determinism a convincing thesis, 
and Daniel Dennett, in particular, although he is a thoroughgoing materialist and sci- 
ence fan, finds the images that define the “bogeyman” of determinism absurd. 


FROM ELBOW ROOM 


| py DANIEL DENNETT! 


I. THE PERENNIAL GRIPPING PROBLEM 


The idea of Fate is older than philosophy itself, and since the dawn of the discipline 
philosophers have been trying to show what is wrong with the idea that our fates 


Daniel Dennett. Elbow Room, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984. 
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are sealed before we are born. It has seemed very important to demonstrate that we 
are not just acting out our destinies but somehow choosing our own courses, mak- 
ing decisions—not just having “decisions” occur in us. 

Ideas about causation were at the focus of attention in the early days of Greek 
philosophy, and it occurred to some to wonder whether all physical events are 
caused or determined by the sum total of all prior events. If they are—if, as we say, 
determinism is true—then our actions, as physical events, must themselves be de- 
termined. If determinism is true, then our every deed and decision is the inexorable 
outcome, it seems, of the sum of physical forces acting at the moment, which in 
turn is the inexorable outcome of the forces acting an instant before, and so on, to 
the beginning of time. 

eee 

Why do people find the free will problem gripping? In part, surely, because it 
touches deep and central questions about our situation in the universe, about “the 
human condition,” as one portentously says. But also, I will argue, because philoso- 
phers have conjured up a host of truly frightening bugbears and then subliminally 
suggested, quite illicitly, that the question of free will is whether any of these bug- 
bears actually exist. 

eee 

[T]here are a host of analogies to be found in the literature: not having free will 
would be somewhat like being in prison, or being hypnotized, or being paralyzed, 
or being a puppet, or . . . (the list continues). 

I do not think these analogies are merely useful illustrations, merely graphic ex- 
pository devices. I think they are at the very foundation of the problem. Without 
them to anchor the philosophical discussions, the free will problem would float 
away, at best a curious issue to bemuse metaphysicians and puzzlemongers. 


2. THE BOGEYMEN 


The first of the bugbears are quite literally bogeymen—bogeypersons if you in- 
sist—for they are all conceived as agents who vie with us for control of our bodies, 
who compete against us, who have interests antithetical to or at least independent of 
our own. These fearsome fellows are often used by philosophers as reverse cheer- 
leaders (gloomleaders, you might call them) ushered onto the stage whenever anxi- 
ety flags, whenever the urgency of the topic under discussion becomes doubtful. As 
intricacy piles on intricacy, the reader begins to yawn and fidget, but is quickly re- 
galvanized by a nudging analogy: “But that would be like finding yourself in the 
clutches of ... “ 

The Invisible Jailer: Prisons are dreadful. Prisons are to be shunned. Anyone 
who fails to understand this is not one of us. Well, if prison is bad, what does it con- 
trast with? If one is not in prison, one is free (in one important sense), and each of 
us can reflect gratefully on how glad we are not to be in prison. “Aha!” says the 
fearmonger. “What makes you so sure you're not in prison?” Sometimes it’s obvi- 
ous when one is in prison, but sometimes it isn’t. A sly jailer may conceal the steel 
bars in the window mullions, and install dummy doors in the walls (if you opened 
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one, you would see a brick wall behind it). It might be some time before a prisoner 
realized he was in prison. 

Are you sure you're not in some sort of prison? Here one is invited to consider a 
chain of transformations, taking us from obvious prisons to unobvious (but still 
dreadful) prisons, to utterly invisible and undetectable (but still dreadful?) prisons. 
Consider a deer in Magdalen College park. Is it imprisoned? Yes, but not much. The 
enclosure is quite large. Suppose we moved the deer to a larger enclosure—the 
New Forest with a fence around it. Would the deer still be imprisoned? In the State 
of Maine, I am told, deer almost never travel more than five miles from their birth- 
place during their lives. If an enclosure were located outside the normal unimpeded 
limits of a deer’s lifetime wanderings would the deer enclosed be imprisoned? Per- 
haps, but note that it makes a difference to our intuitions whether someone installs 
the enclosure. Do you feel imprisoned on Planet Earth—the way Napoleon was 
stuck on Elba? It is one thing to be born and live on Elba, and another to be put and 
kept on Elba by someone. A jail without a jailer is not a jail. Whether or not it is an 
undesirable abode depends on other features; it depends on just how (if at all) it 
cramps the style of its inhabitants. 

The Nefarious Neurosurgeon: How would you like to have someone strap you 
down and insert electrodes in your brain, and then control your every thought and 
deed by pushing buttons on the “master” console? Consider, for instance, the en- 
tirely typical invocation of this chap by Fischer:!! the ominous Dr. Black, who 
arranges things in poor Jones’ brain so that Black can “control Jones’ activities. 
Jones, meanwhile, knows nothing of this.” First, we may ask—as we always 
should—why is this other, rival agent introduced? Why bring Dr. Black into it? 
Couldn’t the example get off the ground just as well, for instance, if Jones had a 
brain tumor that produced odd results? What makes Fischer’s version more dreadful 
is that Jones’ control of his own activities has been usurped by another controller, 
Dr. Black. A tumor might cause this or that in someone’s brain, and it would be ter- 
rible indeed to have a debilitating brain tumor, but it would take an awfully smart 
tumor to control someone’s brain. 

Variations on the Nefarious Neurosurgeon are the Hideous Hypnotist and the 
Peremptory Puppeteer. We all know about stage hypnotists (we think we do, in any 
case) and what is particularly chilling about them is that unlike the Nefarious Neu- 
rosurgeons, they may leave no physical trace of their influence. 

eee 

The Malevolent Mindreader: This agent is essentially an opponent, but he does 
not cause or control your moves; he just foresees them and stymies them. Playing 
“rock, paper, or scissors” against this fellow is hopeless, for since he knows exactly 
what rut you’re in, what policy you're following, he can see in advance which move 
you intend to make and always counters successfully.!2 If only you could shield 
your mind from him! If only you could find a strategy of unpredictability that 
would be proof against his calculations! Then you wouldn’t be so impotent, so vul- 


1J, Fischer, Journal of Philosophy, Jan. 1982, pp. 24-40. 


12D. Hofstadter, Scientific American, Aug. 1982, pp. 16-24. 
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nerable in the game of Life. Predictions matter in a special way when one has a 
stake in them, when they are not merely future tense statements but rather wagers 
which one might want to make come true and an opponent might want to make 
come false. In real life one often comes into competition with other people, and 
even with other organisms (outwitting the rat or mosquito, for instance), but in the 
cosmic game of Life against whom is one wagering? 

I cannot prove that none of the bogeymen in this rogues’ gallery really exist, any 
more than I can prove that the Devil, or Santa Claus, doesn’t exist. But I am pre- 
pared to put on a sober face and assure anyone who needs assuring that there is ab- 
solutely no evidence to suggest that any of these horrible agents exists. But of 
course if any of them did, woe on us! A closet with a ghost in it is a terrible thing, 
| but a closet that is just like a closet with a ghost in it (except for lacking the ghost) 
is nothing to fear, so we arrive at what may turn out to be a useful rule of thumb: 
whenever you spy a bogey man in a philosophical example, check to see if this 
scary agent, who is surely fictitious, is really doing all the work. 


Dennett also presents a wasp analogy—asking us whether we too could be at the mercy 
of “brute causation.” 


3. SPHEXISHNESS AND OTHER WORRIES 


There are other fears fueling the free will problem that do not have personified ob- 
jects. It often seems to people that if determinism were true, there would have to be 
something “mechanical” about our processes of deliberation that we would regret. 
We could not be free agents, but only automata, insectlike in our behavior. Con- 
sider the digger wasp, Sphex ichneumoneus: 


When the time comes for egg laying, the wasp Sphex builds a burrow for the pur- 
pose and seeks out a cricket which she stings in such a way as to paralyze but not 
kill it. She drags the cricket into the burrow, lays her eggs alongside, closes the 
burrow, then flies away, never to return. In due course, the eggs hatch and the 
wasp grubs feed off the paralyzed cricket, which has not decayed, having been 
kept in the wasp equivalent of deep freeze. To the human mind, such an elabo- 
rately organized and seemingly purposeful routine conveys a convincing flavor of 
logic and thoughtfulness—until more details are examined. For example, the 
Wasp’s routine is to bring the paralyzed cricket to the burrow, leave it on the 
threshold, go inside to see that all is well, emerge, and then drag the cricket in. If 
the cricket is moved a few inches away while the wasp is inside making her prelim- 
inary inspection, the wasp, on emerging from the burrow, will bring the cricket 
back to the threshold, but not inside, and will then repeat the preparatory proce- 
dure of entering the burrow to see that everything is all right. If again the cricket is 
removed a few inches while the wasp is inside, once again she will move the 
cricket up to the threshold and re-enter the burrow for a final check. The wasp 
never thinks of pulling the cricket straight in. On one occasion this procedure was 
repeated forty times, always with the same result.'3 


13D., Wooldridge, The Machinery of the Brain, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963, p. 82. 


458 CHAPTER 7 @ FREEDOM 


+ Define determinism and explain how “hard” determinism 
modifies this definition. How does hard determinism elimi- 
nate human freedom? 

e What are the implications to giving up the determinists’ 
premise that every event has a sufficient natural cause? 
Does this seem to solve the problem of freedom? 

+ Does the determinist thesis necessarily entail that our ac- 
tions are compelled? How might we say that our acts are 
still free, yet determined? 

+ Can you think of an instance in which one of Dennett's “bo- 
geymen” actually governed an argument about human free- 
dom (in the popular press, on television, in politics)? 


2. Determinism Versus Indeterminism 


Should we accept the determinist’s premise? Without it, determinism cannot get to first 
base. Well, we have already seen the arguments traditionally advanced in earlier chap- 
ters, even by philosophers who are not themselves “hard determinists.” The most 
general argument is that only by assuming from the outset that every event has its 
(sufficient natural) cause(s) can we ever understand anything. Otherwise, we should 
have auto mechanics always giving us back our cars (and our bills) with the unhelpful 
statement that “there’s no cause for our troubles.” We could expect the same from doc- 
tors whenever a diagnosis gave them the least bit of trouble, and we would use it our- 
selves every time a problem began to get difficult. 

A much stronger argument is made by Kant, who says that the basic rule of de- 
terminism, the principle of universal causation, is one of the rules by which we must in- 
terpret every experience. But even Hume, who denies that this principle can be justified 
either through reason or through experience, insists that it is a “natural habit” or custom 
that is indispensable to us and that we could not give up even if we wanted to. The con- 
sensus, then, has been that the principle itself is inescapable. Even Leibniz, who rejected the 
idea of causation altogether, insisted on his “Principle of Sufficient Reason,’ which 
came to the same end, that is, “every event has its sufficient reason.” 

The agreement of so many philosophers indicates the strength of the hard deter- 
minist position, Without the assumption that “every event has its sufficient natural 
cause(s),” human knowledge would seem to be without one of its most vital presuppo- 
sitions. Not only scientific research but even our most ordinary, everyday beliefs would 
be forced to an intolerable skeptical standstill. Our every experience would be unintelli- 
gible, and our universe would appear to be nothing but a disconnected stream of inco- 
herent happenings from which nothing could be predicted and nothing understood. So 
the answer to the question, “Why should we accept the determinist’s premise?” seems 
to be, “We cannot give it up; how could we possibly do without it?” For no matter how 
it is rephrased or philosophically altered (for example, by Leibniz, who eliminates the 
concept of “cause” from it), the assumption that every event in the universe, including 
our own actions, can be explained and understood, if only one knows enough about it 

and its antecedent conditions, is a presupposition of all human thinking that we cannot 
imagine doing without. 
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Even if the hard determinist’s premise seems undeniable, it is not yet clear how we 
are to understand that premise. The older determinists of the Newtonian period (La 
Place, d’Holbach) understood the idea of a cause as a literal push or compulsion, as if 
one were given a shove down the stairs. On this model, our actions are no different, ex- 
cept in complexity, from the “actions” of billiard balls on a felt-covered table, the mo- 
tion of each wholly determining the motion of the next. The exact movements of every 
ball, of course, are not always evident. In the opening break, for example, even the most 
expert player cannot predict with accuracy where each ball will go. But we can be sure 
that each one is absolutely determined by the movements of the other balls that make 
contact with it, just as with the simple predictable case of a single ball hitting another 
straight on. 

If we view human beings as nothing more than physical bodies—bones, muscles, 
nerve cells, and the like—then this mechanical billiard ball model might make some 
sense. But a much weaker interpretation of the hard determinist premise does not re- 
quire us to so radically reduce people to mere bodies. Instead of talking about actual 
physical pushes and compulsions, we can interpret the determinist premise in the fol- 
lowing: To say that every event has its cause(s) is to say that if certain antecedent con- 
ditions are satisfied, then we can predict that such and such will occur. On the stronger 
mechanistic determinist interpretation, causes are actual pushes and, on such an inter- 
pretation, the notion of freedom is clearly impossible. But the weaker interpretation, of 
determinism as predictability, may yet offer room for us to talk about freedom of action. 
For example, we may be able to predict our friend’s decision, but that does not seem to 
mean that he was forced to make it. We may be able to predict his action, but only be- 
cause, knowing him, we know what he will probably do. On the second interpretation, 
perhaps we can have determinism and freedom. 

Many philosophers defend determinism only as predictability on the basis of proba- 
bility. We might easily be wrong. To say that every event is determined, on this view, 
means only that it is predictable if we know enough about antecedent conditions. But it 
has been objected, against the determinist, that the fact of such predictability is not 
sufficient to defend determinism in anything like the “hard” sense. It is one thing to say 
that all events, including human actions, are actually caused or compelled by physical 
forces. It is something quite different to say that all events including human actions, are 
predictable. They might be predictable, for example, only on the basis of certain statis- 
tical probabilities. “Most people in this circumstance would do that.” “The odds are for 
it,” in other words. Or, in the case of human actions, the predictability might still be due 
to human choices; we can predict each other’s actions because we know how we would 
probably choose in the same circumstances. But there is no need here to talk about 
“causes” or compulsions. Nor, it has been argued, should we even talk any longer about 
“determinism,” if this is all that we mean by it. 

In contrast, the antideterminist thesis, called indeterminism, rejects both versions of 
determinism. Indeterminism claims that not every event has its sufficient natural 
cause(s). This theory at least appears to leave room for free will, for as soon as we allow 
that there are some events that are uncaused, human actions might be among them. Thus 
it would seem that we can be held properly responsible for our actions. But is the inde- 
terminist thesis plausible? 
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The indeterminist argument has recently received a boost from physics, the very sci- 
ence that gave rise to the determinist threat in the first place. It was Newtonian physics 
that gave determinism its strongest claims. Remember La Place boasting that if he knew 
the location and motion of every particle in the universe, he could predict every future 
state of the universe at any time. But it has been shown in recent physics that such 
knowledge is impossible. One of the most important discoveries of modern physics is 
the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle (named after its discoverer, Werner Heisen- 
berg), which says that we cannot know both the location and the momentum of a sub- 
atomic particle. In coming to know the one, we make it impossible for us to know the 
other at the same time. 

From this principle, the British physicist-philosopher Sir Arthur Eddington advanced 
the indeterminist argument that determinism is false on physical grounds. Not every 
event in the universe is predictable. Furthermore, many scientists now agree, on the ba- 
sis of such considerations, that the concept of “cause” does not apply to certain sub- 
atomic particles either. The determinist premise that “every event in the universe has its 
sufficient natural cause” is false. Some events, namely those involving some subatomic 
particles, are not caused, not predictable, and therefore not determined, on any interpre- 
tation. But if not all events are determined, then perhaps human actions are not deter- 
mined but free; if they are predictable, it is not because they are caused. 

The object of indeterminism is to deny the determinist position in order to make 
room for human freedom. But there are, unfortunately, two serious objections to this in- 
determinist argument. First, even if we suppose that the conclusions of modern physical 
(“quantum”) theory are correct (a matter still in dispute among physicists), it is clear 
that determinism is of importance to us primarily as a theory of macroscopic bodies 
(that is, visible size—people, trees, cars) not subatomic particles. No one has ever con- 
cluded that quantum theory and modern physics actually refute Newton’s theories. 
Rather, it supplements them, put them in their place, and qualifies them in ways that 
would have been unthinkable in the eighteenth century. But as for the determinism of 
the gravitation of the planets or the rolling of a ball down an inclined plane, the spec- 
tacular discoveries of modern particle physics don’t affect them in the least. With regard 
to the physical determinism of our own bodies, the case remains as before. It might be 
true that it is impossible to predict what a subatomic particle in our bodies might do. 
But it does not follow that it is impossible to predict what our bodies will do, Falling out 
of a plane, we still fall at exactly the same speed as a sack of potatoes, which is all the 
determinist needs to continue his attack on our concept of freedom. Second, even if 
there should be such indeterminism, indeterminism is not the same as freedom. Sup- 
pose there should be a “gap” in the causal determinism of our decisions by the various 
neurological processes of our brains; that would mean, at most, that what we do is not 
determined at all—or is determined only randomly. Suppose all of a sudden your legs 
started moving and you found yourself kicking a fire hydrant; surely this is not what we 
mean by a “free action.” Freedom means, at least, that we are free to choose what we 
shall do and that our decisions are effective. Indeterminism robs us of our freedom, 
therefore, just as much as determinism. And the argument against determinism, in any 
case, is not yet sufficiently persuasive to allow the indeterminist his conclusions. 

Here, presenting this argument, is philosopher Robert Kane. 
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ON INDETERMINISM 
BY ROBERT KANE! 


Yet such thoughts only lead to a further problem that has haunted free will debates 
for centuries: if this deeper freedom is not compatible with determinism, it does 
not seem to be compatible with indeterminism either. An event which is under- 
mined might occur or might not occur, given the entire past. (A determined event 
must occur, given the entire past.) Thus, whether or not an undetermined event 
actually occurs, given its past, is a matter of chance. But chance events occur 
spontaneously and are not under the control of anything, hence not under the con- 
trol of agents. How then could they be free actions? If, for example, a choice oc- 
curred by virtue of a quantum jump or other undetermined event in one’s brain, it 
would seem a fluke or accident rather than a responsible choice. Undetermined 
events in the brain or body it seems would inhibit or interfere with our freedom, oc- 
curring spontaneously and not under our control. They would turn out to be a nui- 
sance—or perhaps a curse, like epilepsy—trather than an enhancement of our 
freedom. 

Or look at the problem in another way that goes a little deeper. If my choice is 
really undetermined, that means I could have made a different choice given exactly 
the same past right up to the moment when I did choose. That is what indetermin- 
ism and the denial of determinism mean: exactly the same past, different outcomes. 
Imagine, for example, that I had been deliberating about where to spend my vaca- 
tion, in Hawaii or Colorado, and after much thought and deliberation had decided 
I preferred Hawaii and chose it. If the choice was undetermined, then exactly the 
same deliberation, the same thought processes, the same beliefs, desires and other 
motives—not a sliver of difference—that led up to my favoring and choosing 
Hawaii over Colorado, might by chance have issued in my choosing Colorado 
instead. That is very strange. If such a thing happened it would seem a fluke or 
accident, like that quantum jump in the brain just mentioned, not a rational choice. 
Since I had come to favor Hawaii and was about to choose it, when by chance I 
chose Colorado, I would wonder what went wrong and perhaps consult a neurolo- 
gist. For reasons such as these, people have argued that undetermined free choices 
would be “arbitrary,” “capricious,” “random,” “irrational,” “uncontrolled,” and 
“inexplicable,” not really free and responsible choices at all. If free will is not com- 
patible with determinism, it does not seem to be compatible with indeterminism 


either. 


+ How have recent developments in physics (Heisenberg Un- 
certainty Principle, quantum physics) undermined the deter- 
minist thesis? 

+ What are the objections to indeterminism? Does indetermin- 
ism entail freedom? 


Courtesy of Robert Kane. 
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3. The Role of Consciousness 


Hard determinism is true of us as physical bodies. But, you might insist, we are not just 
physical bodies, we are also conscious. We can make decisions. We have a will of our 
own. The problem of freedom is often called “the free will problem.” But we shall not 
use this terminology here. 

The question of whether we are free or not is intimately joined to the question of 
who “we” are, as discussed in Chapter 6. Are we the meeting place of a body and a 
mind, or is our consciousness “just” brain processes? Whatever we are besides physical 
bodies, our physical bodies are still subject to all of the laws of Newtonian physics. You 
can see the problem. If our bodies are just cogs in the universe, what does it matter 
whether we are conscious or not? If you fall out of an airplane, you fall and accelerate 
at exactly the same rate as a sack of potatoes. The fact that you, unlike the potatoes, are 
aware of your falling, scared out of your mind, and wishing or praying like crazy that 
some miracle will save you makes not a bit of difference. But perhaps this is so with all 
of our actions as well. Our bodies are composed of bits of matter, various molecules un- 
dergoing chemical interactions and acted upon by the various laws of physics. No one 
can deny that they are subject to all the laws of physical nature. But once all the parts 
are determined in their various movements and activities, what is left for consciousness 
to do? 

Suppose one insists that consciousness, unlike our physical bodies, is not part of the 
scheme of determinism. Consciousness, unlike our bodies, is free, free to make decisions, 
free to choose what to do. But if our bodies are determined in their movements, then 
what can consciousness do even if it is “free”? Whatever consciousness decides, it can- 
not have any possible effect on the movements of our bodies; in other words, it cannot 
affect our actions. Our “decisions,” then, would be mere vanities, like fancy switches on 
a machine that in fact don’t do anything at all. Consciousness, on this view, is nothing 
but a sideshow, for whatever it “decides,” what we will do and what will happen are al- 
ready determined by other antecedent conditions that have nothing to do with the “deci- 
sion.” In crude form, this was Spinoza’s ethical position, and also that of some of the 
early Stoic philosophers. Everything is determined by the laws of nature; itis absurd to 
fight against nature. All that can be done is to accept the necessity of whatever happens 
and recognize our consciousness and our apparent freedom as a luxurious vanity. Every 
human action has its sufficient natural causes apart from consciousness, so conscious- 
ness can make no difference whatsoever. 

Most hard determinists, however, would probably not agree with the idea that any 
event, even a nonphysical event such as an act of consciousness, could be “outside” the 
determinism of nature. Most hard determinists would argue that our thoughts and feel- 
ings, even our decisions, are caused by the states of our brains and nervous systems. 
Our “decisions” are nothing but the conscious effects of complex causal antecedents— 
most of which we still don’t understand—but are definitely part of the deterministic 
scheme of things. How consciousness enters this deterministic scheme is open to all of 
the questions that we asked in the previous chapter—whether, for example, there can be 

causal connections between consciousness and our bodies, whether consciousness is 
merely an “epiphenomenon™ of our brain states or identical to them, or whether we 
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should no longer speak of “consciousness” at all. But, however those disputes are re- 
solved, the hard determinist will insist that consciousness cannot be an exception to 
determinism. 

If consciousness is part of the deterministic scheme of things, could we not say that what 
happens in consciousness, particularly our decisions, thereby causes movements of our 
bodies, and therefore controls our actions? This attractive compromise, however, faces an 
overwhelming problem. If one accepts the determinist’s premise, then our decisions cannot 
cause our actions unless it is also true that our decisions, as part of the deterministic 
scheme, are caused in turn. Our decisions, therefore, are also determined, and no matter 
that it might seem as if we have a choice of actions, what we decide is already determined 
by those antecedent conditions that determine our decision. 

Suppose, for example, you are deciding whether or not to go to the movies. Whether 
or not you go depends upon your decision. But your decision, in turn, depends upon 
its causal antecedents. Now suppose that we knew enough about your upbringing and 
tastes, your character and the workings of your brain, that we could see that your deci- 
sion—let’s say to go to the movies—is nothing more than the result of all of these con- 
ditions. What sense would it make, then, to say that you decided to go? Of course, it is 
true that you went through all of the motions of “making a decision.” But the outcomes 
of that decision, even if it was the causal result of the decision, was nevertheless noth- 
ing more than the result of conditions that preceded and had nothing to do with the de- 
cision. It is as if I gave you a choice of two alternatives, only one of which was possible 
anyway. That is hardly a choice. Therefore, if a decision enters into our actions, it 
might be a decision whose outcome is already determined in advance. The hard deter- 
minist thus wins in either case. If consciousness is not part of the deterministic scheme, 
it can have no possible effects on our actions. If it is part of the deterministic scheme of 
things, then it cannot be free. In either case, hard determinism is undeniable and free- 
dom turns out to be an illusion. 


+ How does the problem of mind-body dualism affect or com- 
plicate the issue of freedom and determinism? 


4. Soft Determinism 


The philosophers of the Newtonian tradition, those “hard” determinists who believe that 
determinism precludes the possibility of freedom of choice and action, have always had 
a powerful and simple argument on their side. But because of the urgency of our de- 
mand that we hold ourselves and each other responsible for our actions, most philoso- 
phers have not accepted “hard” determinism, even though they have accepted the 
determinist argument. Accordingly, many philosophers have espoused what has been 
called soft determinism. (The name was coined by William James.) Soft determinists, 
unlike the uncompromising hard determinists, believe that human freedom and deter- 
minism are compatible positions. On the one hand, they accept the determinist’s argu- 
ment, but, on the other, they refuse to give up the all-important demand for human 
freedom and responsibility. (Accordingly, they are often called compatibilists, and their 
position, compatibilism.) 
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The key to the “soft determinist” position is that an action or a decision, though fully 
determined, is free if it “flows from the agent’s character.” John Stuart Mill, for exam- 
ple, defends such a position in the following way: 


ON CAUSATION AND NECESSITY 
BY JOHN STUART MILL!5 


The question, whether the law of causality appears in the same strict sense to hu- 
man actions as to other phenomena, is the celebrated controversy concerning the 
freedom of the will; which, from at least as far back as the time of Pelagius, has di- 
vided both the philosophical and the religious world. The affirmative opinion 

is commonly called the doctrine of Necessity, as asserting human volitions and ac- 
tions to be necessary and inevitable. The negative maintains that the will is not de- 
termined, like other phenomena, by antecedents, but determines itself; that our 
volitions are not, properly speaking, the effects of causes, or at least no causes 
which they uniformly and implicitly obey. 

I have already made it sufficiently apparent that the former of these opinions is 
that which I consider the true one; but the misleading terms in which it is often ex- 
pressed, and in the indistinct manner in which it is usually apprehended, have both 
obstructed its reception, and perverted its influence when received. The metaphysical 
theory of free-will, as held by philosophers (for the practical feeling of it, common in 
a great or less degree to all mankind, is in no way inconsistent with the contrary the- 
ory), was invented because the supposed alternative of admitting human actions to be 


Given the 
motives which 
are present to 
an individual’s 
mind, and given 
likewise the 
character and 
disposition of 
the individual, 
the manner in 
which he will act 
might be unerr- 
ingly inferred. 


necessary was deemed inconsistent with every one’s instinctive consciousness, as 


well as humiliating to the pride and even degrading to 
the moral nature of man. Nor do I deny that the doctrine, 
as sometimes held, is open to these imputations; for the 
misapprehension in which I shall be able to show that 
they originate, unfortunately is not confined to the op- 
ponents of the doctrine, but is participated in by many, 
perhaps we might say by most, of its supporters. 
Correctly conceived, the doctrine called Philosophi- 
cal Necessity is simply this: that, given the motives 
which are present to an individual's mind, and given 
likewise the character and disposition of the individual, 
the manner in which he will act might be unerringly in- 
ferred; that if we knew the person thoroughly, and 
knew all the inducements which are acting upon him, 
we could foretell his conduct with as much certainty as 
we can predict any physical event. This proposition I 
take to be a mere interpretation of universal experi- 
ence, a statement in words of what every one is inter- 


Yohn Stuart Mill, A System of Logic, 8th ed.. New York: Harper & Row, 1874 
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nally convinced of. No one who believed that he knew thoroughly the circum- 
stances of any case, and the characters of the different persons concerned, would 
hesitate to foretell how all of them would act. Whatever degree of doubt he may in 
fact feel, arises from the uncertainty whether he really knows the circumstances, or 
the character of some one or other of the persons, with the degree of accuracy re- 
quired; but by no means from thinking that if he did know these things, there could 
be any uncertainty what the conduct would be. Nor does this full assurance conflict 
in the smallest degree with what is called our feeling of freedom. We do not feel 
ourselves the less free, because those to whom we are intimately known are well as- 
sured how we shall will to act in a particular case. We often, on the contrary, regard 
the doubt what our conduct will be, as a mark of ignorance of our character, and 
sometimes even resent it as an imputation. The religious metaphysicians who have 
asserted the freedom of the will, have always maintained it to be consistent with di- 
vine foreknowledge of our actions: and if with divine, then with any other fore- 
knowledge. We may be free, and yet another may have reason to be perfectly 
certain what use we shall make of our freedom. It is not, therefore, the doctrine that 
our volitions and actions are invariable consequents of our antecedent states of 
mind, that is either contradicted by our consciousness, or felt to be degrading. 

But the doctrine of causation, when considered as obtaining between our voli- 
tions and their antecedents, is almost universally conceived as involving more than 
this. Many do not believe, and very few practically feel, that there is nothing in cau- 
sation but invariable, certain, and unconditional sequence. There are few to whom 
mere constancy of succession appears a sufficient stringent bond of union for so pe- 
culiar a relation as that of cause and effect. Even if the reason repudiates, the imagi- 
nation retains, the feeling of some more intimate connection, of some peculiar tie, 
or mysterious constraint exercised by the antecedent over the consequent. Now this 
it is which, considered as applying to the human will, conflicts with our conscious- 
ness, and revolts our feelings. We are certain that, in the case of our volitions, there 
is not this mysterious constraint. We know that we are not compelled, as by a magi- 
cal spell, to obey any particular motive. We feel, that if we wished to prove that we 
have the power of resisting the motive, we could do so (that wish being, it needs 
scarcely be observed, a new antecedent); and it would be humiliating to our pride, 
and (what is of more importance) paralyzing to our desire of excellence, if we 
thought otherwise. But neither is any such mysterious compulsion now supposed, 
by the best philosophical authorities, to be exercised by any other cause over its ef- 
fect. Those who think that causes draw their effects after them by a mystical tie, are 
right in believing that the relation between volitions and their antecedents is of an- 
other nature. But they should go farther, and admit that this is also true of all other 
effects and their antecedents. If such a tie is considered to be involved in the word 
Necessity, the doctrine is not true of human actions; but neither is it then true of 
inanimate objects. It would be more correct to say that matter is not bound by ne- 
cessity, than that mind is so. 

eee 

A fatalist believes, or half believes (for nobody is a consistent fatalist), not only 

that whatever is about to happen will be the infallible result of the causes which 


466 CHAPTER 7 @ FREEDOM 


produce it (which is the true necessitarian doctrine), but moreover that there is no 
use in struggling against it; that it will happen however we may strive to prevent it. 
Now, a necessitarian, believing that our actions follow from our characters, and that 
our characters follow from our organization, our education, and our circumstances, 
is apt to be, with more or less of consciousness on his part, a fatalist as to his own 
actions, and to believe that his nature is such, or that his education and circum- 
stances have so moulded his character, that nothing can now prevent him from feel- 
ing and acting in a particular way, or at least that no effort of his own can hinder it. 
In the words of the sect which in our own day has most perseveringly inculcated 
and most perversely misunderstood this great doctrine, his character is formed for 
him, and not by him; therefore his wishing that it had been formed differently is of 
no use; he has no power to alter it. But this is a grand error. He has, to a certain ex- 
tent, a power to alter his character. Its being, in the ultimate resort, formed for him, 
is not inconsistent with its being, in part formed by him as one of the intermediate 
agents. His character is formed by his circumstances (including among these his 
particular organization); but his own desire to mould it in a particular way, is one of 
those circumstances, and by no means one of the least influential. We can not, in- 
deed, directly will to be different from what we are. But neither did those who are 
supposed to have formed our characters directly will that we should be what we are. 
Their will had no direct power except over their own actions. They made us what 
they did make us, by willing, not the end, but the requisite means; and we, when 
our habits are not too inveterate, can, by similarly willing the requisite means, make 
ourselves different. If they could place us under the influence of certain circum- 
stances, we, in like manner, can place ourselves under the influence of other cir- 
cumstances. We are exactly as capable of making our own character, if we will, as 
others are of making it for us. 

Yes (answers the Owenite),!® but these words, “if we will,” surrender the whole 
point: since the will to alter our own character is given us, not by any efforts of 
ours, but by circumstances which we can not help, it comes to us either from exter- 
nal causes, or not at all. Most true: if the Owenite stops here, he is in a position 
from which nothing can expel him. Our character is formed by us as well as for us; 
but the wish which induces us to attempt to form it is formed for us; and how? Not, 
in general, by our organization, nor wholly by our education, but by our experience; 
experience of the painful consequences of the character we previously had; or by 
some strong feeling of admiration or aspiration, accidentally aroused. But to think 
that we have no power of altering our character, and to think that we shall not use 
our power unless we desire to use it, are very different things, and have a very dif- 
ferent effect on the mind. A person who does not wish to alter his character, can not 
be the person who is supposed to feel discouraged or paralyzed by thinking himself 
unable to do it. The depressing effect of the fatalist doctrine can only be felt where 
there is a wish to do what that doctrine represents as impossible. It is of no conse- 
quence what we think forms our character, when we have no desire of our own 
about forming it; but it is of great consequence that we should not be prevented 


6From Robert Owen (1771-1858), a political reformer. 
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| from forming such a desire by thinking the attainment impracticable, and that if we 
have the desire, we should know that the work is not so irrevocably done as to be 
incapable of being altered. 

And indeed, if we examine closely, we shall find that this feeling, of our being 
able to modify our own character if we wish, is itself the feeling of moral freedom 
which we are conscious of. A person feels morally free who feels that his habits or 
his temptations are not his masters, but he theirs; who, even in yielding to them, 
knows that he could resist; that were he desirous of altogether throwing them off, 
there would not be required for the purpose a stronger desire than he knows himself 
to be capable of feeling. It is of course necessary, to render our consciousness of 
freedom complete, that we should have succeeded in making our character all we 
have hitherto attempted to make it; for if we have wished and not attained, we have, 
to that extent, not power over our own character; we are not free. Or at least, we 
must feel that our wish, if not strong enough to alter our character, is strong enough 
to conquer our character when the two are brought into conflict in any particular 
case of conduct. And hence it is said with truth, that none but a person of confirmed 
virtue is completely free. 


In this section, Mill glides between the harsh alternatives of “hard determinism” and 
indeterminism. He begins by accepting determinism and the idea that all human actions 
are “necessary and inevitable,” given their causes. But he then goes on to say that these 
causes are themselves within human control, that we can alter the causes of events and 
even, by taking certain steps, alter our own characters. But this is not in the least to deny 
determinism; nor does it deny that we are in control and have “free will” in an important 
sense. Human actions, following from their various causes (including “character” or 
personality), are as predictable as any other events. But predictability is not incompati- 
ble with freedom, for freedom means, according to Mill, nothing other than acting in 
accordance with one’s own character, desires, and wishes. Since these are the causes of 
our actions, that means that Mill can defend both determinism and freedom at the same 
time. 

David Hume is also a “soft determinist,” and he too argues that the reconciliation of 
“liberty and necessity” is to be found in the fact that a person’s actions “flow from one’s 
character or disposition.” In defending soft determinism, Hume argues that we cannot 
mean by a free action one that is uncaused, a matter of chance, for this flies in the face 
of our common assumption that every event must have a cause. Such a view of freedom 
is also incoherent: The free-will advocate wants to ensure that we can hold people re- 
sponsible for their actions; but if people’s actions were merely a matter of chance, over 
which they have no control, we surely would not hold them responsible. On the con- 
trary, actions that we praise or blame are precisely those determined by the person’s 
character. 

Although Hume defends a soft determinist position, there is a sense in which Hume 
is not a determinist at all. Recall from Chapter 3 that Hume thinks that causality is a 
fiction and our penchant for seeking out causes merely a habit. Thus he can argue that 
just as we are never rationally justified in claiming that a particular event has a cause, so 
we are never fully justified in claiming that human actions have causes. 
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ON CAUSATION AND CHARACTER 
BY DAVID HUME!’ 


But to proceed in this reconciling project with regard to the question of liberty and 
| necessity; the most contentious question of metaphysics, the most contentious sci- 
ence; it will not require many words to prove, that all 
$ | mankind have ever agreed in the doctrine of liberty as 
By liberty, . . . we well as in that of necessity, and that the whole dispute, 
can only mean a in this respect also, has been hitherto merely verbal. 
power of acting For what is meant by liberty, when applied to voluntary 

x actions? We cannot surely mean that actions have so 
or not acting little connexion with motives, inclinations, and circum- 
according to the stances, that one does not follow with a certain degree 
determinations of uniformity from the other, and that one affords no 

3 inference by which we can conclude the existence of 
of the will. the other. For these are plain and acknowledged mat- 
ters of fact. By liberty, then, we can only mean a power 
of acting or not acting according to the determinations of the will; that is, if we 
choose to remain at rest, we may; if we choose to move, we also may. Now this hy- 
pothetical liberty is universally allowed to belong to everyone who is not a prisoner 
and in chains. Here then is no subject of dispute. 

Whatever definition we may give of liberty, we should be careful to observe two 
Tequisite circumstances: first, that it be consistent with plain matter of fact; sec- 
ondly, that it be consistent with itself. If we observe these circumstances and render 
our definition intelligible, I am persuaded that all mankind will be found of one 
opinion with regard to it. 

It is universally allowed that nothing exists without a cause of its existence, and 
that chance, when strictly examined, 1s a mere negative word and means not any real 
power which has anywhere a being in nature. But it is pretended that some causes 
are necessary, some not necessary. Here then is the advantage of definitions, Let 
anyone define a cause without comprehending it, as part of the definition, 


that inference of the understanding which is the only connexion that we 
any comprehension of. Whoever attempts a definition of cause exclusiv. 
circumstances will be obliged either to employ unintelligible terms ors 


can have 

e of these 
uch as are 
nd if the definition above 
» NOt to constraint, is the 

ave no existence, , 


David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 2nd ed., ed L.A.S 
, - €d. L. A. Selby- 3 
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All laws being founded on rewards and punishments, it is supposed as a funda- 
mental principle, that these motives have a regular and uniform influence on the 
mind, and both produce the good and prevent the evil actions. We may give to this 
influence what name we please; but, as it is usually conjoined with the action, it 
must be esteemed a cause, and be looked upon as an instance of that necessity, 
which we would here establish. 

The only proper object of hatred or vengeance is a person or creature, endowed 
with thought and consciousness; and when any criminal or injurious actions excite 
that passion, it is only by their relation to the person, or connexion with him. Ac- 
tions are, by their very nature, temporary and perishing; and where they proceed not 
from some cause in the character and disposition of the person who performed 
them, they can neither redound to his honour, if good; nor infamy, if evil. The ac- 
tions themselves may be blameable; they may be contrary to all the rules of moral- 
ity and religion: But the person is not answerable for them; and as they proceeded 
from nothing in him that is durable and constant, and leave nothing of that nature 
behind them, it is impossible he can, upon their account, become the object of pun- 
ishment or vengeance. According to the principle, therefore, which denies neces- 
sity, and consequently causes, a man is as pure and untainted, after having 
committed the most horrid crime, as at the first moment of his birth, nor is his char- 
acter anywise concerned in his actions, since they are not derived from it, and the 
wickedness of the one can never be used as a proof of the depravity of the other. 

Men are not blamed for such actions as they perform ignorantly and casually, 
whatever may be the consequences. Why? but because the principles of these ac- 
tions are only momentary, and terminate in them alone. Men are less blamed for 
such actions as they perform hastily and unpremeditatedly than for such as proceed 
from deliberation. For what reason? but because a hasty temper, though a constant 
Cause or principle in the mind, operates only by intervals, and infects not the whole 
character, Again, repentance wipes off every crime, if attended with a reformation 
of life and manners. How is this to be accounted for? but by asserting that actions 
render a person criminal merely as they are proofs of criminal principles in the 
mind; and when, by an alteration of these principles, they cease to be just proofs, 
they likewise cease to be criminal. But, except upon the doctrine of necessity, they 
never were just proofs, and consequently never were criminal. 

It will be equally easy to prove, and from the same arguments, that liberty, 
according to that definition above mentioned, in which all men agree, is also 
essential to morality, and that no human actions, where it is wanting, are susceptible 
of any moral qualities, or can be the objects either of approbation or dislike. For as 
actions are objects of our moral sentiment, so far only as they are indications of the 
internal character, passions, and affections; it is impossible that they can give rise 
either to praise or blame, where they proceed not from these principles, but are de- 
rived altogether from external violence. 


In other words, Hume too suggests that not only is freedom of choice and action pos- 
sible within the framework of determinism, but determinism is even necessary if we are 
to make sense out of the notion of freedom of choice and responsibility. His language is 
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convoluted, but his point is plain: We can make sense of the notion of voluntary action 
only because there is a uniform (“necessary”) connection between our motives, inclina- 
tions, circumstances, and characters and what we do. But “soft determinism” raises the 
same old questions yet once again. Can we be said to be responsible even for those acts 
that are caused by our character? Can we choose our character, as Mill suggests? Could 
we have done other than what we did, even if we had wanted to? Consider the following 
argument from Robert Kane. 


ON “WIGGLE ROOM” 
BY ROBERT KANE!8 


Frequently in everyday life we act from our existing motives without having to 
think or deliberate about what to do. At such times, we may very well be deter- 
mined by our existing characters and motives. Yet we may also be acting “of our 
own free wills” to the extent that we formed our present characters and motives 
(our wills) by earlier choices or actions that were not themselves determined, Let us 
call these earlier choices or actions “self-forming” choices or actions. 

Now I believe that such undetermined self-forming choices or actions occur at 
those difficult times of life when we are torn between competing visions of what we 
should do or become; and they are more frequent than we think. Perhaps we are torn 
between doing the moral thing or acting from ambition, or between powerful pre- 
sent desires and long term goals, or we are faced with difficult tasks for which we 
have aversions. In all such cases, we are faced with competing motivations and 
have to make an effort to overcome temptation to do something else we also 
strongly want. There is tension and uncertainty in our minds about what to do at 
such times that, I suggest, is reflected in appropriate regions of our brains by move- 
ment away from thermodynamic equilibrium—in short, a kind of stirring up of 
chaos in the brain that makes it sensitive to micro-indeterminacies at the neuronal 
level. The uncertainty and inner tension we feel at such soul-searching moments of 
self-formation would thus be reflected in the indeterminacy of our neural proc S > ; 
themselves. What is experienced personally as uncertainty would biai ao 
cally to the opening of a window of opportunity that temporarily screens off a? 
plete determination by influences of the past. (By contrast, when we act a. 
predominant motives or settled dispositions, the uncertainty or indeterminacy į 
muted. If it did play a role in such cases, it would be a mere nuisance or uke > 

When we do decide under such conditions of uncertainty, the outcome is “ 
determined because of the preceding indeterminacy—and yet it can be wilk fs 
(and hence rational and voluntary) either way owing to the fact that in iay 
formation, the agents’ prior wills are divided by conflicting motives, Con pue a 
businesswoman who faces a conflict of this kind. She is on the way te a xi i > 
meeting important to her career when she observes an assault taking place zey 
ley. An inner struggle ensues between her moral conscience, to stop and call for J 
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help, and her career ambitions which tell her she cannot miss this meeting. She has 
to make an effort of will to overcome the temptation to go on to her meeting. If she 
overcomes this temptation, it will be the result of her effort, but if she fails, it will 
be because she did not allow her effort to succeed. And this is due to the fact that, 
while she wanted to overcome temptation, she also wanted to fail, for quite differ- 
ent and incommensurable reasons. When we, like the businesswoman, decide in 
such circumstances, and the indeterminate efforts we are making become determi- 
nate choices, we make one set of competing reasons or motives prevail over the 
others at that moment by deciding. 


How do we “make” a set of competing reasons or motives prevail? One classic re- 
sponse to that question was introduced by Princeton philosopher Harry Frankfurt thirty 
years ago, when he redefined the concept of free will in his essay “Freedom of the Will 
and the Concept of a Person.” 


FROM “FREEDOM OF THE WILL AND 
THE CONCEPT OF A PERSON” 
BY HARRY FRANKFURT" 


It is my view that one essential difference between persons and other creatures is to 
be found in the structure of a person’s will. Human beings are not alone in having 
desires and motives, or in making choices. They share these things with the mem- 
bers of certain other species, some of whom even appear to engage in deliberation 
and to make decisions based upon prior thought. It seems to be peculiarly charac- 
teristic of humans, however, that they are able to form what I shall call “second- 
order desires” or “desires of the second order.” 

Besides wanting and choosing and being moved to do this or that, men may also 
want to have (or not to have) certain desires and motives. They are capable of want- 
ing to be different, in their preferences and purposes, from what they are. Many ani- 
mals appear to have the capacity for what I shall call “first-order desires” or 
“desires of the first order,” which are simply desires to do or not to do one thing or 
another. No animal other than man, however, appears to have the capacity for re- 
flective self-evaluation that is manifested in the formation of second-order desires. 

eee 

Someone has a desire of the second order either when he wants simply to have a 
certain desire or when he wants a certain desire to be his will. In situations of the 
latter kind, I shall call his second-order desires “second-order volitions” or “voli- 
tions of the second order.” Now it is having second-order volitions, and not having 
second-order desires generally, that I regard as essential to being a person. It is logi- 
cally possible, however unlikely, that there should be an agent with second-order 
desires but with no volitions of the second order. Such a creature, in my view, 
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would not be a person. I shall use the term “wanton” to refer to agents who have 
first-order desires but who are not persons because, whether or not they have de- 
sires of the second order, they have no second-order volitions. 

The essential characteristic of a wanton is that he does not care about his will. 
His desires move him to do certain things, without its being true of him either that 
he wants to be moved by those desires or that he prefers to be moved by other de- 
sires. The class of wantons includes all nonhuman animals that have desires and all 
very young children. Perhaps it also includes some adult human beings as well. In 
any case, adult humans may be more or less wanton; they may act wantonly, in re- 
sponse to first-order desires concerning which they have no volitions of the second 
order, more or less frequently. 

The fact that a wanton has no second-order volitions does not mean that each of 
his first-order desires is translated heedlessly and at once into action. He may have 
no opportunity to act in accordance with some of his desires. Moreover, the transla- 
tion of his desires into action may be delayed or precluded either by conflicting de- 
sires of the first order or by the intervention of deliberation. For a wanton may 
possess and employ rational faculties of a high order. Nothing in the concept of a 
wanton implies that he cannot reason or that he cannot deliberate concerning how 
to do what he wants to do. What distinguishes the rational wanton from other ra- 
tional agents is that he is not concerned with the desirability of his desires them- 
selves. He ignores the question of what his will is to be. Not only does he pursue 
whatever course of action he is most strongly inclined to pursue, but he does not 
care which of his inclinations is the strongest. 

Thus a rational creature, who reflects upon the suitability to his desires of one 
course of action or another, may nonetheless be a wanton. In maintaining that the 
essence of being a person lies not in reason but in will, I am far from Suggesting 
that a creature without reason may be a person, For it is only in virtue of his ra- 
tional capacities that a person is capable of becoming critically aware of his own 
will and of forming volitions of the second order. The structure of a person’s will 
presupposes, accordingly, that he is a rational being. 

The distinction between a person and a wanton may be illustrated by the differ- 
ence between two narcotics addicts. Let us suppose that the Physiological condition 
accounting for the addiction is the same in both men, and that both succumb in- 
evitably to their periodic desires for the drug to which they are addicted. One of the 
addicts hates his addiction and always struggles desperately, although to no avail 
against its thrust. He tries everything that he thinks might enable him to overcome 
his desires for the drug. But these desires are too powerful for him to withstand 
and invariably, in the end, they conquer him. He is an unwilling addict, hel lessl 
violated by his own desires. ato? 

The unwilling addict has conflicting first-order desires: he wants to take the 
drug, and he also wants to refrain from taking it. In addition to these first-order de- 
sires, however, he has a volition of the second order. He is not a neutral with regard 
to the conflict between his desire to take the drug and his desire to refrain from tak- 
ing it. It is the latter desire, and not the former, that he wants to constitute his will; 
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it is the latter desire, rather than the former, that he wants to be effective and to pro- 
vide the purpose that he will seek to realize in what he actually does. 

The other addict is a wanton. His actions reflect the economy of his first-order de- 
sires, without his being concerned whether the desires that move him to act are de- 
sires by which he wants to be moved to act. If he encounters problems in obtaining 
the drug or in administering it to himself, his responses to his urges to take it may in- 
volve deliberation. But it never occurs to him to consider whether he wants the rela- 
tions among his desires to result in his having the will he has. The wanton addict 
may be an animal, and thus incapable of being concerned about his will. In any 
event he is, in respect of his wanton lack of concern, no different from an animal. 

The second of these addicts may suffer a first-order conflict similar to the first- 
order conflict suffered by the first. Whether he is human or not, the wanton may 
(perhaps due to conditioning) both want to take the drug and want to refrain from 
taking it. Unlike the unwilling addict, however, he does not prefer that one of his 
conflicting desires should be paramount over the other; he does not prefer that one 
first-order desire rather than the other should constitute his will. It would be mis- 
leading to say that he is neutral as to the conflict between his desires, since this 
would suggest that he regards them as equally acceptable. Since he has no identity 
apart from his first-order desires, it is true neither that he prefers one to the other 
nor that he prefers not to take sides. 

It makes a difference to the unwilling addict, who is a person, which of his con- 
flicting first-order desires wins out. Both desires are his, to be sure; and whether he 
finally takes the drug or finally succeeds in refraining from taking it, he acts to sat- 
isfy what is in a literal sense his own desire. In either case he does something he 
himself wants to do, and he does it not because of some external influence whose 
aim happens to coincide with his own but because of his desire to do it. The unwill- 
ing addict identifies himself, however, through the formation of a second-order vo- 
lition, with one rather than with the other of his conflicting first-order desires. He 
makes one of them more truly his own and, in so doing, he withdraws himself from 
the other. It is in virtue of this identification and withdrawal, accomplished through 
the formation of a second-order volition, that the unwilling addict may meaning- 
fully make the analytically puzzling statements that the force moving him to take 
the drug is a force other than his own, and that it is not of his own free will but 
rather against his will that this force moves him to take it. 

eee 

There is a very close relationship between the capacity for forming second-order 
volitions and another capacity that is essential to persons—one that has often been 
considered a distinguishing mark of the human condition. It is only because a per- 
son has volitions of the second order that he is capable both of enjoying and of 
lacking freedom of the will. The concept of a person is not only, then, the concept 
of a type of entity that has both first-order desires and volitions of the second order. 
It can also be construed as the concept of a type of entity for whom the freedom of 
its will may be a problem. This concept excludes all wantons, both infrahuman and 
human, since they fail to satisfy an essential condition for the enjoyment of free- 
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dom of the will. And it excludes those suprahuman beings, if any, whose wills are 
necessarily free. 

Just what kind of freedom is the freedom of the will? 

eee 

According to one familiar philosophical tradition, being free is fundamentally a 
matter of doing what one wants to do. Now the notion of an agent who does what 
he wants to do is by no means an altogether clear one: both the doing and the want- 
ing, and the appropriate relation between them as well, require elucidation. But al- 
though its focus needs to be sharpened and its formulation refined, I believe that 
this notion does capture at least part of what is implicit in the idea of an agent who 
acts freely. It misses entirely, however, the peculiar content of the quite different 
idea of an agent whose will is free. 


A particularly interesting example of first-versus second-order desires is Albert Camus’ 
widely read novel The Stranger. The central character (“anti-hero”) Meursault displays 
a “strange” disconnect between first-order desires and the second-order desires through 
which most of us regulate (or try to regulate) our lives. It is not as if, as it is so often ar- 
gued, Meursault is a man without feelings. What makes Meursault so strange is the ab- 
sence of second-order desires, despite his having quite strong impulses and first-order 
desires throughout the book. But it is not as if he is some sort of automaton and devoid 
of self-awareness. The contemporary philosopher David Zimmerman spells out the 
oddity this way: 


It is a different story with Camus’s Meursault. Wantons need not be (virtually) 
blank slates. In fact, one of the truly unnerving things about Meursault is that he is 
at one-and-the-same-time extraordinarily observant about his environment (he is, 
after all, the first-person narrator of the novel), but also completely indifferent to 
anything but the purely sensuous and very occasionally sensual aspects of it. He is 
not a pure spectator, because he does have many first-order desires: to swim in the 
warm sea, to drink wine to the point of muzziness, to kiss Marie. Meursault is also 
much affected by his physical surroundings: the waxing of the sun frequently 
makes him drowsy; he is finely attuned to the shifts and changes of light playing 
across the Algerian landscape. (The sun is, in fact, a major character in the novel 
arguably more responsible for the pivotal murder than Meursault himself, But more 
of that later.) 

Meursault also manages to register things that go on in the social environment 
It would be too much to say that he is actually sensitive to what people say and 
think and feel. However, he does take note of these things, sometimes even to the 
point of avowing that he can see someone else’s point of view. But seeing never 
triggers real sympathy. He closely observes the people around him—the mourners 
at his mother’s funeral, the old man and his scrofulous dog, the pimp Raymond 
Marie—but they do not touch his feelings, not in the way the sun, the sea, the ale 
touch his sensations. Meursault may well be a kind of psychopath or Sociopath, but 
he lacks one crucial characteristic of this pathology, viz. any urge for self-interested 
calculation, a lack which in the end is his undoing, 
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A baffling case, then, a man with acute cognitive faculties of awareness and 
even self-awareness, with a range of first-order desires, with the capacity to 
entertain higher-order beliefs about his own first-order beliefs and desires, as 
well as about other people’s beliefs, desires, emotions, with the capacity to feel 
even the occasional self-referential emotion like embarrassment, but with no 
other-directed emotions and certainly no higher-order desires much less volitions. If 
not an existentialist hero, then a cognitively and conceptually sophisticated 
wanton.20 


e “Compatibilists” hold that freedom and determinism are 
compatible. Do you think that they are? (Just because you 
are unwilling to give up either one of them doesn’t mean that 
they are compatible.) 

e Have you ever been a “wanton,” in Frankfurt’s terms? De- 
scribe your experience. 

e Give an example of a second-order desire regarding a first- 
order desire. 

+ One “common sense” objection to determinism is that it 
conflicts with our experience of freedom. How does Mill ad- 
dress this objection? How does he distinguish between dif- 
ferent ideas of causation? 

+ Hume suggests that determinism is necessary for us to make 
sense of action and responsibility. Is acting from character 
sufficient for freedom? 
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The basis of compatibilism or “soft determinism” is that we somehow carve a space 
within determinism for those actions that We insist on calling “free” and for which we 
hold ourselves and other people responsible. But this means that “free actions” must 
also be actions that are determined by antecedent conditions and causes. Free as well 
as unfree acts (like falling down the stairs) are caused according to the determinist 
argument. The distinction, therefore, as we saw in both Mill and Hume, depends upon 
whether the determining factors are within the agent or “outside” of him or her. In the 
latter case, we say that the act was not free but compelled or “done under compulsion.” 
This distinction, of course, has important moral implications. We often say a person 
is not morally responsible for an action that he or she was not free not to do. This 
distinction is not a new one. Aristotle, for example, many centuries ago defined a vol- 
untary action as one that was (1) not done under compulsion and (2) not done from 
ignorance. 


David Zimmerman, Doing and Time: Autonomous Agency in the Natural Order. Reprinted with the permis- 
sion of the author 
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ON VOLUNTARY ACTION 
BY ARISTOTLE?! 


It is only voluntary feelings and actions for which praise and blame are given; those 
that are involuntary are condoned, and sometimes even pitied. Hence it seems to be 
necessary for the student of ethics to define the difference between the Voluntary 
and the Involuntary; and this will also be of service to the legislator in assigning re- 
wards and punishments. 

It is then generally held that actions are involuntary when done (a) under com- 
pulsion or (b) through ignorance, and that (a) an act is compulsory when its origin 
is from without, being of such a nature that the agent, or person compelled, con- 
tributes nothing to it: for example, when a ship’s captain is carried somewhere by 
stress of weather, or by people who have him in their power. But there is some 
doubt about actions done through fear of a worse alternative, or for some noble ob- 
ject—as for instance if a tyrant having a man’s parents and children in his power 
commands him to do something base, when if he complies their lives will be spared 
but if he refuses they will be put to death, It is open to question whether such ac- 
tions are voluntary or involuntary. A somewhat similar case is when cargo is jetti- 
soned in a storm; apart from circumstances, no one voluntarily throws away his 
property, but to save his own life and that of his shipmates any sane man would do 
so. Acts of this kind, then, are “mixed” or composite; but they approximate rather to 
the voluntary class. For at the actual time when they are done they are chosen or 
willed; and the end or motive of an act varies with the occasion, so that the terms 
“voluntary” and “involuntary” should be used with reference to the time of action; 
now the actual deed in the cases in question is done voluntarily, for the origin of the 
movement of the parts of the body instrumental to the act lies in the agent; and 
when the origin of an action is in oneself, it is in one’s own power to do it or not. 
Such acts therefore are voluntary, though perhaps involuntary apart from circum- 
stances—for no one would choose to do any such action in and for itself, 

oe 

What kind of actions then are to be called “compulsory”? Used without 
qualification, perhaps this term applies to any case where the cause of the action 
lies in things outside the agent, and when the agent contributes nothing. But when 
actions intrinsically involuntary are yet in given circumstances deliberately chosen 
in preference to a given alternative, and when their origin lies in the agent, these ac- 
tions are to be pronounced intrinsically involuntary but voluntary in the circum- 
stances, and in preference to the alternative. They approximate however rather to 
the voluntary class, since conduct consists of particular things done, and the partic- 
ular things done in the cases in question are voluntary. But it is not easy to lay 
down rules for deciding which of two alternatives is to be chosen, for particular 
| cases differ widely. 


Reprinted by permission of the publishers and the Loeb Classical Library from Aristoth 


le: The R 
Ethics, Volume XIX, trans. H. Rackham, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926 Nicomachean 
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To apply the term “compulsory” to acts done for the sake of pleasure or for no- 
ble objects, on the plea that these exercise constraint on us from without, is to 
make every action compulsory. For (1) pleasure and nobility between them supply 
the motives of all actions whatsoever. Also (2) to act under compulsion and invol- 
untarily is painful, but actions aiming at something pleasant or noble are pleasant. 
And (3) it is absurd to blame external things, instead of blaming ourselves for 
falling an easy prey to their attractions; or to take the credit of our noble deeds to 
ourselves, while putting the blame for our disgraceful ones upon the temptations of 
pleasure. It appears therefore that an act is compulsory when its origin is from out- 
side, the person compelled contributing nothing to it. 

Everything that is done by reason of ignorance is not voluntary; it is only what 
produces pain and repentance that is involuntary. For the man who has done some- 

thing owing to ignorance, and feels not the least vexa- 
Fs tion at his action, has not acted voluntarily, since he did 
Now every wicked not know what he was doing, nor yet involuntarily, 
man is ignorant of | since he is not pained. Of people, then, who act by rea- 


what he ou g ht to son of ignorance he who repents is thought an involun- 
d dwhath tary agent, and the man who does not repent may, since 

o and what he he is different, be called a not voluntary agent; for, 
ought to abstain since he differs from the other, it is better that he 
from, and it is by should have a name of his own. 


Acting by reason of ignorance seems also to be dif- 
reason of error of ferent from acting in ignorance; for the man who is 
this kind that men drunk or in a rage is thought to act as a result not of ig- 
become un rju stand norance but of one of the causes mentioned, yet not 
. knowingly but in ignorance. 
ın gener al bad. Now every wicked man is ignorant of what he ought 

to do and what he ought to abstain from, and it is by 
reason of error of this kind that men become unjust and in general bad; but the term 
‘involuntary’ tends to be used not if a man is ignorant of what is to his advantage— 
for it is not mistaken purpose that causes involuntary action (it leads rather to 
wickedness), nor ignorance of the universal (for that men are blamed), but igno- 
rance of particulars, i.e. of the circumstances of the action and the objects with 
which it is concerned. For it is on these that both pity and pardon depend, since the 
person who is ignorant of any of these acts involuntarily. 


è Assess Aristotle's criteria for an involuntary action, Can 
you think of any modifications you wish to add? How would 
you characterize those actions for which he claims that it is 
an open question as to whether they are involuntary or vol- 
untary (such as actions motivated by fear or extortion)? 


What is compulsion? According to Aristotle, an act is compulsory “when its origin is 
without” such that the person who acts “contributes nothing to it.” Thus a person who is 
literally pushed into doing something is compelled rather than free. But what are we to 
say, for example, of the person who is neurotic, who acts compulsively or “irrationally” 
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because of mental illness? It might once have been said that such a person was “pos- 
sessed,” as if something “external” (a demon or an evil spirit) had “taken over” and 
compelled certain actions. 

This, in a sense, is what Aristotle means by “ignorance.” Factors unknown to the 
agent influence his or her choice. 

But today we talk about “compulsions” and “denial” of the facts within the person 
and not “external” at all. In fact, psychologists would say that the neurotic always con- 
tributes to the neurosis as well as suffers from it, and thus, according to Aristotle’s cri- 
terion, such acts are not really compelled at all, but voluntary, like the acts of a 
drunkard. 

To take a much more difficult kind of case, what are we to say of those celebrated 
“brain-washing” cases (as the Chinese did to UN prisoners of war during the Korean 
War) in which a person seemingly performs an action voluntarily, but only after he or 
she has been “conditioned” in a dramatic and sometimes brutal way? Sometimes even 
the person’s “character” itself is changed. Should we hold a person responsible for such 
actions? (This question has been an issue in some war-crimes cases, for example.) Sim- 
ilarly, should we go against Aristotle and hold a person responsible for actions per- 
formed under great stress or as the result of a violent emotion (rage or infatuation, for 
example)? Should we hold a person responsible for actions performed under the 
influence of drugs or alcohol (assuming that we might well hold them responsible for 
taking the drugs or drinking in the first place)? You can see that the distinction between 
“free” actions and acts that are “compelled” is not nearly as clear as it first seemed, We 
can easily distinguish between a person who breaks into a store and a person who is 
pushed through the front window. But in many cases where freedom is most in ques- 
tion, in cases of neurosis, brainwashing, great passion, and chemical “influences,” the 
distinction between what is “external” to the person and what is within his or her char- 
acter is not clear at all. 

There are more serious problems with the notion of “compulsion,” however, Even if 
we admit that some problematic examples of actions are not clearly either “free” or 
“compelled” (neurosis and brainwashing, great passion and drugs), we would want to 
insist that at least some actions are clearly free and not compelled. For example, I write 
a check to the American Cancer Society just because I believe that it is an important or- 
ganization and I want to make a contribution. No one has solicited me, no one has en- 
couraged me to do it, and no one need know that I do it. Can even this act so seemingly 
performed “of my own free will” be counted as a “free action”? The “soft determinist” 
would say that this action is “free” because it flows from my generous character But 
what goes into making my character? My education and upbringing? My social Pines? 
What about my national origin or my gender? Perhaps even my height and weight affect 
my choices. 

. Even in our “freest” acts, it can be argued that the desires and decisions, in short, our 
personality” is wholly determined by forces outside of us and beyond our control 
Consider the following argument, for example, by Professor John Hospers, who ions 
Freud and psychoanalysis as the basis for his claim that all of our acts “ie 
and not free, insofar as all of our acts are brought about by a set of psyc 

minants over which we have no control. 


are compelled 
hological deter- 
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FROM “WHAT MEANS THIS FREEDOM?” 
ny JOHN HOSPERS~ 


[Are we] in the final analysis, responsible for any of our actions at all. The issue 
may be put this way: How can anyone be responsible for his actions, since they 
grow out of his character, which is shaped and molded and made what it is by 
influences—some hereditary, but most of them stemming from early parental envi- 
ronment—that were not of his own making or choosing? This question, I believe, 
still troubles many people who would agree to all the distinctions we have just 
made but still have the feeling that “this isn’t all.” They have the uneasy suspicion 
that there is a more ultimate sense, a “deeper” sense, in which we are not responsi- 
ble for our actions, since we are not responsible for the character out of which those 
actions spring. 

eee 

Let us take as an example a criminal who, let us say, strangled several persons 
and is himself now condemned to die in the electric chair. Jury and public alike 
hold him fully responsible (at least they utter the words “he is responsible”), for the 
murders were planned down to the minutest detail, and the defendant tells the jury 
exactly how he planned them. But now we find out how it all came about; we learn 
of parents who rejected him from babyhood, of the childhood spent in one foster 
home after another, where it was always plain to him that he was not wanted; of the 
constantly frustrated early desire for affection, the hard shell of nonchalance and 
bitterness that he assumed to cover the painful and humiliating fact of being un- 
wanted, and his subsequent attempts to heal those wounds to his shattered ego 
through defensive aggression. . . . The poor victim is not conscious of the inner 
forces that exact from him this ghastly toll; he battles, he schemes, he revels in 
pseudo-aggression, he is miserable, but he does not know what works within him to 
produce these catastrophic acts of crime. His aggressive actions are the wriggling of 
a worm on a fisherman's hook. And if this is so, it seems difficult to say any longer, 
“He is responsible.” Rather, we shall put him behind bars for the protection of soci- 
ety, but we shall no longer flatter our feeling of moral superiority by calling him 
personally responsible for what he did. 

Let us suppose it were established that a man commits murder only if sometime 
during the previous week, he has eaten a certain combination of foods—say, tuna 
fish salad at a meal also including peas, mushroom soup, and blueberry pie. What if 
we were to track down the factors common to all murders committed in this coun- 
try during the last twenty years and found this factor present in all of them, and 
only in them? The example is of course empirically absurd; but may it not be that 
there is some combination of factors that regularly leads to homicide, factors such 
| as are described in general terms in the above quotation? (Indeed the situation in 
the quotation is less fortunate than in our hypothetical example, for it is easy to 


2John Hospers, “What Means This Freedom?” in Determinism and Freedom in the Age of Modern Science. 
ed. Sidney Hook, New York: New York University Press, 1958. Reprinted by permission of Ernest B. Hook, 
M.D 
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avoid certain foods once we have been warned about them, but the situation of the 
infant is thrust on him; something has already happened to him once and for all, be- 
fore he knows it has happened.) When such specific factors are discovered, won’t 
they make it clear that it is foolish and pointless, as well as immoral, to hold human 
beings responsible for crimes? Or, if one prefers biological to psychological factors, 
suppose a neurologist is called in to testify at a murder trial and produces X-ray 
pictures of the brain of the criminal; anyone can see, he argues, that the cella tur- 
cica was already calcified at the age of nineteen; it should be a flexible bone, grow- 
ing, enabling the gland to grow. All the defendant’s disorders might have resulted 
from this early calcification. Now, this particular explanation may be empirically 
false; but who can say that no such factors, far more complex, to be sure, exist? 

When we know such things as these, we no longer feel as much tempted to say 
that the criminal is responsible for his crime; and we tend also (do we not?) to ex- 
cuse him—not legally (we still confine him to prison) but morally; we no longer 
call him a monster or hold him personally responsible for what he did. Moreover, 
we do this in general, not merely in the case of crime: “You must excuse Grand- 
mother for being irritable; she’s really quite ill and is suffering some pain all the 
time.” Or: “The dog always bites children after she’s had a litter of pups; you can’t 
blame her for it: she’s not feeling well, and besides she naturally wants to defend 
them.” Or: “She’s nervous and jumpy, but do excuse her: she has a severe glandular 
disturbance.” 

eee 

But one may still object that so far we have talked only about neurotic behavior. 
Isn’t nonneurotic or normal or not unconsciously motivated (or whatever you want 
to call it) behavior still within the area of responsibility? There are reasons for an- 
swering “No” even here, for the normal person no more than neurotic one has 
caused his own character, which makes him what he is. Granted that neurotics are 
not responsible for their behavior (that part of it which we call neurotic) because it 
stems from undigested infantile conflicts that they had no part in bringing about, 
and that are external to them just as surely as if their behavior had been forced on 
them by a malevolent deity (which is indeed one theory on the subject); but the so- 
called normal person is equally the product of causes in which his volition took no 
part. And if, unlike the neurotic’s, his behavior is changeable by rational considera- 
tions, and if he has the will power to overcome the effects of an unfortunate early 
environment, this again is no credit to him; he is just lucky. If energy is available to 
him in a form in which it can be mobilized for constructive purposes, this is no 
credit to him, for this too is part of his psychic legacy. Those of us who can disci- 
pline ourselves and develop habits of concentration of purpose tend to blame those 
who cannot, and call them lazy and weak-willed; but what we fail to see is that they 
literally cannot do what we expect; if their psyches were structured like ours, they 
could, but as they are burdened with a tyrannical super-ego (to use psychoanalytic 
jargon for the moment), and a weak defenseless ego whose energies are constantly 
consumed in fighting endless charges of the super-ego, they simply cannot do it, 
and it is irrational to expect it of them. We cannot with justification blame them for 
their inability, any more than we can congratulate ourselves for our ability. This les- 
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If we can son is hard to learn, for we constantly and naively as- 
sume that other people are constructed as we ourselves 

overcome the an 

effects of early eee 

environment, The position, then, is this: if we can overcome the 


effects of early environment, the ability to do so is it- 


the ability to self a product of the early environment. We did not 


do so is itself give ourselves this ability; and if we lack it we cannot 
a pro duct of be blamed for not having it. Sometimes, to be sure, 

moral exhortation brings out an ability that is there but 
the early 


i; not being used, and in this lies its occasional utility; 
environment. but very often its use is pointless, because the ability is 
not there. The only thing that can overcome a desire, 
as Spinoza said, is a stronger contrary desire; and many times there simply is no 
wherewithal for producing a stronger contrary desire. Those of us who do have the 
wherewithal are lucky. 


+ Do you agree with Hospers that we are no more justified in 
holding a “normal” person responsible for her actions than 
a “neurotic” person, given that in both cases neither is the 
“cause” of her character? If not, what considerations would 
lead us to discriminate between the two? 


While Hospers’ example of eating a tuna sandwich as a kind of physiological com- 
pulsion may seem exaggerated, we might more easily accept many physical factors as 
having a decisive influence on our character. Many have argued, for instance, that a per- 
Son’s sex or race are inescapable physical factors that compel him or her to make certain 
decisions, Determinist arguments of this sort have been made even among members of 
Oppressed groups seeking tolerance. In a well-publicized example, a lawyer defended 
her client against charges of assault by claiming that her client’s actions were deter- 
mined by her overwhelming case of premenstrual syndrome!23 

If we believe that most of our actions are physiologically compelled, then no matter 
how we try to wriggle free of total determinism, it seems as if we keep finding ourselves 
enmeshed back in “hard” determinism. We suggested that perhaps an act is free if one 
of its causes is a decision, but if the decision itself is caused in turn, ours is not really a 
decision at all. We suggested that an action is free if it “flows from a person’s charac- 
ter”; but then we saw that it can be argued that an act that “flows from a person’s char- 
acter” is no more within his or her control and no more his or her responsibility than any 
Other act. We might want to say that a person’s act is free if, in this case, he or she could 
have done otherwise, but what does this mean, given the previous arguments, except 
that the act would have been different if the circumstances had been different or if the 
Person had been, in effect, another person? 


David Bird, “Defense Linked to Menstruation Dropped in Case,” New York Times, Nov. 4, 1982. Copyright 
© 1982 by New York Times, Inc. Reprinted with permission. 
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For example, it is true that you could have changed the course of World War Il—but 
if what? If you had been born Winston Churchill, perhaps. But that is a nonsensical “if.” 
Does it make any more sense, however, to say that “you could have been a professional 
football player?” If what? If circumstances had been different? If you had been born 
with a different body, or raised in a different environment? But isn’t this to say, for each 
of these “ifs,” that you would be (slightly but significantly) a different person than you 
are? It looks as if we are trapped by the tautology that each of us is whoever he or she 
is. It is true of the geranium that if it had been planted in better soil, it would be larger; 
and if the ball had been dropped from the greater height it would have landed harder; 
and if you were raised differently, placed in different circumstances, then you might 
have acted other than you did. But does this have anything to do with “freedom”? Are 
your actions any more free than the growth of the plant or the falling of the ball? Of 
course, there is a difference: You think that you’ve made some decision. But why should 
what you think change the way things are determined? You might pretend to be flying 
after you’ve fallen out of the plane. But you’re still falling, and whatever you think or do 
doesn’t slow you down at all. 


+ Do you think that there is any moral distinction between acts 
that are “compelled” from “outside” the agent and those 
acts that are “compelled” from within the agent (where the 
agent's actions are determined by antecedent psychological 
or neurological conditions)? 


1. Conditioning 


Not everyone views determinism with horror. The eminent American psychologist B. F. 
Skinner, for example, applauds the determinist’s argument as a means of controlling hu- 
man behavior and changing it for the better. In his best-seller Beyond Freedom and Dig- 
nity, Skinner argues that we have made a fetish of freedom and that we should replace 
this with an acceptance of determinism. Behavioral scientists can and should be given 
the power to “engineer” human behavior in accordance with an agreed-upon set of 
ideals (social harmony, individual happiness, and productivity). 


BEYOND FREEDOM 
By B. F. SKINNER*4 


Perhaps the most crucial part of our democratic philosophy to be reconsidered is 
our attitude toward freedom—or its reciprocal, the control of human behavior. We 
do not oppose all forms of control because it is “human nature” to do so. The reac- 
tion is not characteristic of all men under all conditions of life. It is an attitude 
which has been carefully engineered, in large part by what we call the “literature” 


24B. F. Skinner, “Freedom and the Control of Men,” in The American Scholar, 1955-56. Courtesy of the B. F. 
Skinner Foundation. 
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of democracy. With respect to some methods of control (for example, the threat of 
force), very little engineering is needed, for the techniques or their immediate con- 
sequences are objectionable. Society has suppressed these methods by branding 
them “wrong,” “illegal,” or “sinful.” But to encourage these attitudes toward objec- 
tionable forms of control, it has been necessary to disguise the real nature of certain 
indispensable techniques, the commonest examples of which are education, moral 
discourse, and persuasion. The actual procedures appear harmless enough. They 
consist of supplying information, presenting opportunities for action, pointing out 
logical relationships, appealing to reason or “enlightened understanding,” and so 
on. Through a masterful piece of misrepresentation, the illusion is fostered that 
these procedures do not involve the control of behavior; at most, they are simply 
ways of “getting someone to change his mind.” But analysis not only reveals the 
presence of well-defined behavioral processes, it demonstrates a kind of control no 
less inexorable, though in some ways more acceptable, than the bully’s threat of 
force. 

Let us suppose that someone in whom we are interested is acting unwisely—he 
is careless in the way he deals with his friends, he drives too fast, or he holds his 
golf club the wrong way. We could probably help him by issuing a series of com- 
mands: don’t nag, don’t drive over sixty, don’t hold your club that way. Much less 
objectionable would be “an appeal to reason.” We could show him how people are 
affected by his treatment of them, how accident rates rise sharply at higher speeds, 
how a particular grip on the club alters the way the ball is struck and corrects a 
slice. In doing so we resort to verbal mediating devices which emphasize and sup- 
port certain “contingencies of reinforcement’”—that is, certain relations between 
behavior and its consequences—which strengthen the behavior we wish to set up. 
The same consequences would possibly set up the behavior without our help, and 
they eventually take control no matter which form of help we give. The appeal to 
reason has certain advantages over the authoritative command. A threat of punish- 
ment, no matter how subtle, generates emotional reactions and tendencies to escape 
or revolt. Perhaps the controllee merely “feels resentment” at being made to act in a 
given way, but even that is to be avoided. When we “appeal to reason,” he “feels 
freer to do as he pleases.” The fact is that we have exerted /ess control than in using 
a threat; since other conditions may contribute to the result, the effect may be de- 
layed or, possibly in a given instance, lacking. But if we have worked a change in 
his behavior at all, it is because we have altered relevant environmental conditions, 
and the processes we have set in motion are just as real and just as inexorable, if not 
as comprehensive, as in the most authoritative coercion. 

“Arranging an opportunity for action” is another example of disguised control. 
The power of the negative form has already been exposed in the analysis of censor- 
ship. Restriction of opportunity is recognized as far from harmless. As Ralph Bar- 
ton Perry said in an article which appeared in the Spring, 1953, Pacific Spectator, 
“Whoever determines what alternatives shall be made known to man controls what 
that man shall choose from. He is deprived of freedom in proportion as he is denied 
access to any ideas, or is confined to any range of ideas short of totality of relevant 
Possibilities.” But there is a positive side as well. When we present a relevant state 
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of affairs, we increase the likelihood that a given form of behavior will be emitted. 
To the extent that the probability of action has changed, we have made a definite 
contribution. The teacher of history controls a student’s behavior (or, if the reader 
prefers, “deprives him of freedom”) just as much in presenting historical facts as in 
suppressing them. Other conditions will no doubt affect the student, but the contri- 
bution made to his behavior by the presentation of material is fixed and, within its 
range, irresistible. 

The methods of education, moral discourse, and persuasion are acceptable not 
because they recognize the freedom of the individual or his right to dissent, but be- 
cause they make only partial contributions to the control of his behavior. The free- 
dom they recognize is freedom from a more coercive form of control. The dissent 
which they tolerate is the possible effect of other determiners of action. Since these 
sanctioned methods are frequently ineffective, we have been able to convince our- 
selves that they do not represent control at all. When they show too much strength 
to permit disguise, we give them other names and suppress them as energetically as 
we suppress the use of force. Education grown too powerful is rejected as propa- 
ganda or “brain-washing,” while really effective persuasion is decried as “undue 
influence,” “demagoguery,” “seduction,” and so on. 

If we are not to rely solely upon accident for the innovations which give rise to 
cultural evolution, we must accept the fact that some kind of control of human be- 
havior is inevitable. We cannot use good sense in human affairs unless someone en- 
gages in the design and construction of environmental 
conditions which affect the behavior of men. Environ- 


We are all con- 
trolled by the 
world in which we 
live, and part of 
the world has 
been and will be 
constructed by 
men. The question 
is this: Are we 

to be controlled 
by accident, by 
tyrants, or by our- 
selves in effective 
cultural design? 


mental changes have always been the condition for the 
improvement of cultural patterns, and we can hardly 
use the more effective methods of science without 
making changes on a grander scale. We are all con- 
trolled by the world in which we live, and part of the 
world has been and will be constructed by men. The 
question is this: Are we to be controlled by accident, 
by tyrants, or by ourselves in effective cultural design? 
The danger of the misuse of power is possibly 
greater than ever. It is not allayed by disguising the 
facts. We cannot make wise decisions if we continue to 
pretend that human behavior is not controlled, or if we 
refuse to engage in control when valuable results might 
be forthcoming. Such measures weaken only ourselves, 
leaving the strength of science to others. The first step 
in a defense against tyranny is the fullest possible ex- 
posure of controlling techniques. A second step has al- 
ready been taken successfully in restricting the use of 
physical force. Slowly, and as yet imperfectly, we have 


worked out an ethical and governmental design in which the strong man is not al- 
lowed to use the power deriving from his strength to control his fellow men. He is 
restrained by a superior force created for that purpose—the ethical pressure of the 
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group, or more explicit religious and governmental measures. We tend to distrust 
superior forces, as we currently hesitate to relinquish sovereignty in order to set up 
an international police force. But it is only through such countercontrol that we 
have achieved what we call peace—a condition in which men are not permitted to 
control each other through force. In other words, control itself must be controlled. 

Science has turned up dangerous processes and materials before. To use the 
facts and techniques of a science of man to the fullest extent without making some 
monstrous mistake will be difficult and obviously perilous. It is no time for self- 
deception, emotional indulgence, or the assumption of attitudes which are no longer 
useful. Man is facing a difficult test. He must keep his head now, or he must start 
again—a long way back. 


In his novel Walden Two, Skinner gives us a prototype for his deterministic utopia. 


FROM WALDEN TWO 
BY B, F. SKINNER25 


“When a particular emotion is no longer a useful part of a behavioral repertoire, we 
proceed to eliminate it.” 

“Yes, but how?” 

“It’s simply a matter of behavioral engineering,” said Frazier. 

“Behavioral engineering?” 

“Each of us,” Frazier began, “is engaged in a pitched battle with the rest of 
mankind.” 

“A curious premise for a Utopia,” said Castle. “Even a pessimist like myself 
takes a more hopeful view than that.” 

“You do, you do,” said Frazier. “But let’s be realistic. Each of us has interests 
which conflict with the interests of everybody else. That’s our original sin, and it 
can’t be helped. Now, ‘everybody else’ we call ‘society.’ It’s a powerful opponent, 
and it always wins. Oh, here and there an individual prevails for a while and gets 
what he wants, Sometimes he storms the culture of a society and changes it slightly 
to his own advantage. But society wins in the long run, for it has the advantage of 
numbers and of age. Many prevail against one, and men against a baby. Society at- 
tacks early, when the individual is helpless. It enslaves him almost before he has 
tasted freedom. The ‘ologies’ will tell you how it’s done. Theology calls it building 
a conscience or developing a spirit of selflessness. Psychology calls it the growth of 
the super-ego. 

“Considering how long society has been at it, you’d expect a better job. But the 
Campaigns have been badly planned and the victory has never been secure. The be- 
havior of the individual has been shaped according to revelations of ‘good conduct,’ 
never as the result of experimental study. But why not experiment? The questions 


wa Skinner, Walden Two. Copyright © 1976, Reprinted by permission of Prentice-Hall, Inc.. Upper Sad 
e River, NJ, 
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are simple enough. What’s the best behavior for the individual so far as the group is 
concerned? And how can the individual be induced to behave in that way? Why not 
explore these questions in a scientific spirit?” 


Philosopher Robert Kane thinks about Skinner this way: 


BEYOND SKINNER 
BY ROBERT KANE” 


The problem is brought out in a striking way by twentieth-century utopian novels, 
like Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World and B. F. Skinner’s Walden Two. In the 
fictional societies described in these famous works, people can have and do what 
they will or choose, but only to the extent that they have been conditioned by be- 
havioral engineers or neuro-chemists to will or choose what they can have and do. 
In Brave New World, the lower-echelon workers are under the influence of powerful 
drugs so that they do not dream of things they cannot have. They are quite content 
to play miniature golf all weekend. They can do what they want, though their wants 
are meager and controlled by drugs. 

The citizens of Walden Two have a richer existence than the workers of Brave 
New World. Yet their desires and purposes are also covertly controlled, in this case 
by behavioral engineers. Walden Two-ers live collectively in a kind of rural com- 
mune; and because they share duties of farming and raising children, they have 
plenty of leisure. They pursue arts, sciences, crafts, engage in musical performances 
and enjoy what appears to be a pleasant existence. The fictional founder of Walden 
Two, a fellow named Frazier, forthrightly says that their pleasant existence is 
brought about by the fact that, in his community, persons can do whatever they 
want or choose because they have been behaviorally conditioned since childhood to 
want and choose only what they can have and do. In other words, they have maxi- 
mal surface freedom of action and choice (they can choose or do anything they 
want), but they lack a deeper freedom of the will because their desires and purposes 
are created by their behavioral conditioners or controllers. Their wills are not of 
“their own” making. Indeed, what happens in Walden Two is their surface freedom 
to act and choose as they will is maximized by minimizing the deeper freedom to 
have the ultimate say in what they will. 

Thus Frazier can say that Walden Two “is the freest place on earth,” since he has 
surface freedoms in mind. For there is no coercion in Walden Two and no punish- 
ment because no one has to be forced to do anything against his or her will. The cit- 
izens can have anything they want because they have been conditioned not to want 
anything they cannot have. As for the deeper freedom, or free will, it does not exist 
in Walden Two, as Frazier himself admits. But this is no loss, according to Frazier. 
Echoing Walden Two’s author, B. F. Skinner (a foremost defender of behaviorism in 
psychology), Frazier thinks the deeper freedom of the will is an illusion in the first 


2%Courtesy of Robert Kane. 
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place. We do not have it anyway, inside or outside Walden Two. In our ordinary 
lives, he argues, we are just as much the products of upbringing and social condi- 

| tioning as the citizens of Walden Two, though we may delude ourselves into think- 
ing otherwise. In our case, the conditioners are parents, teachers, coaches, 
schoolmates, peers, makers of TV programs, films, videos and other creators of the 
cultures and societies in which we live. The difference is that, unlike Walden Two, 
such everyday conditioning is often haphazard, incompetent and harmful. 

Why then, Skinner asks, reject the maximal surface freedom and happiness of 
Walden Two for a deeper freedom of the will that is something we do not and can- 
not have anyway? Along with many other scientists, he thinks the idea that we 
could be ultimate determiners of our own ends or purposes (which is what the 
deeper freedom of the will would require) is an impossible ideal that cannot fit into 
the modern scientific picture of the world. To have such freedom, we would have to 
have been the original creators of our own wills—of ourselves. But if we trace the 
psychological springs of action back further and further to childhood, we find that 
we were less free back then, not more, and more subject to conditioning. We thus 
delude ourselves into thinking that we have sacrificed some real (deeper) freedom 
for the happiness of Walden Two. Rather we have gained a maximum amount of the 
only kind of freedom we really can have (surface freedom), while giving up an illu- 
sion (free will). 

Seductive as these arguments may be, there are many people who continue to 
believe that something important is missing in Walden Two and that the deeper 
freedom is not a mere illusion. Such persons want to be the ultimate designers of 
their own lives as Frazier was for the lives of Walden Two. They want to be the cre- 
ators, as he was, not the pawns—at least for their own lives. What they long for is 
what was traditionally meant by “free will.” 


+ Ironically, Skinner suggests that we are enslaved by our no- 
tion of freedom and that we should engage in a form of be- 
havior control. Do you find his proposal at all plausible? 

+ Are those who are dissatisfied with Skinner's vision and re- 
sist the idea that we do not possess “deeper freedom” or 
free will (as Kane suggests) engaging in anything more than 
wishful thinking, or do you think that there is something to 
this objection? 


Not every visionary has looked upon determinism with delight. More often deter- 
minism has appeared in novels as a nightmare, as the philosophical basis of societies 
More oppressive and authoritarian than any we have ever seen, The most famous exam- 
ples are George Orwell’s 1984 and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. In both novels, 
Psychology and drugs are used to manipulate the inhabitants of entire societies and 
force them to conform to a single set of behavioral standards, concerning which they 
have no choice whatsoever. In a more recent novel, A Clockwork Orange, Anthony 
Burgess Presents a nightmarish fantasy in which a young hoodlum named Alex is 

reconditioned” to be “good” through a series of experiments in which his viewing of 
violent Movies is accompanied by a drug that makes him violently ill. It works (after a 
fashion), but the prison chaplain summarizes the philosophical difficulties this raises: 
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FROM A CLOCKWORK ORANGE 
BY ANTHONY BURGESS?’ 


“You are to be made into a good boy, 6655321. Never again will you have the de- 
sire to commit acts of violence or to offend in any way whatsoever against the 
State’s Peace. I hope you take all that in. I hope you are absolutely clear in your 
own mind about that.” I said: 

“Oh, it will be nice to be good, sir.” But I had a real horrorshow smeck at that in- 
side, brothers. He said: 

“It may not be nice to be good, little 6655321. It may be horrible to be good. 
And when I say that you I realize how self-contradictory that sounds. I know I shall 
have many sleepless nights about this. What does God want? Does God want good- 
ness or the choice of goodness? Is a man who chooses the bad perhaps in some way 
better than a man who has the good imposed upon him? Deep and hard questions, 
little 6655321. But all I want to say to you now is this: if at any time in the future 
you look back to these times and remember me, the lowest and humblest of all 
God’s servitors, do not, I pray, think evil of me in your heart, thinking me in any 
way involved in what is now about to happen to you. And now, talking of praying, I 
realize sadly that there will be little point in praying for you. You are passing now 
to a region where you will be beyond the reach of the power of prayer. A terrible 
terrible thing to consider. And yet, in a sense, in choosing to be deprived of the 
ability to make an ethical choice, you have in a sense really chosen the good. So I 
shall like to think. So, God help us all, 6655321, I shall like to think.” And he began 
to cry. 


The claims of behavioral scientists like Skinner have provoked among contemporary 
ethicists similar responses to those that have provoked religious determinists. The 
repercussions are frightening. What if, for instance, instead of associating illness and 
repulsion with violent movies, the scientists in A Clockwork Orange were to associate 
pleasure? Well, that is exactly what our society does, claims Catherine MacKinnon, 
an American feminist philosopher. MacKinnon claims that advertisers, moviemakers, 
pornographers, and others in the media in our society make men’s treatment of women 
fundamentally violent. 


ON COERCION OF WOMEN’S SEXUALITY 
BY CATHERINE MACKINNON28 


“Representation of the world,” de Beauvoir writes, “like the world itself, is the 
work of men; they describe it from their own point of view, which they confuse 


From A Clockwork Orange by Anthony Burgess. Copyright © 1962, 1989, renewed 1990 by Anthony 
Burgess. Reprinted by permission of W. W. Norton Company, Inc. and William Heinemann, 


Catherine MacKinnon, “On Coercion of Women's Sexuality,” from The Signs Reader, ed. Elizabeth Abel 
and Emily K. Abel. Copyright © 1982 by The University of Chicago Press. Reprinted by permission of the 
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with the absolute truth.” The parallel between representation and construction 
should be sustained: men create the world from their own point of view, which then 
becomes the truth to be described. This is a closed system, not anyone’s confusion. 
Power to create the world from one’s point of view is power in its male form. The 
male epistemological stance, which corresponds to the world it creates, is objectiv- 
ity: the ostensibly noninvolved stance, the view from a distance and from no partic- 
ular perspective, apparently transparent to its reality. It does not comprehend its 
own perspectivity, does not recognize what it sees as subject like itself, or that the 
way it apprehends its world is a form of its subjugation and presupposes it. The ob- 
jectively knowable is object. Woman through male eyes is sex object, that by which 
man knows himself at once as man and as subject. What is objectively known cor- 
responds to the world and can be verified by pointing to it (as science does) because 
the world itself is controlled from the same point of view. Combining, like any form 
of power, legitimation with force, male power extends beneath the representation of 
reality to its construction: it makes women (as it were) and so verifies (makes true) 
who women “are” in its view, simultaneously confirming its way of being and its 
vision of truth. The eroticism that corresponds to this is “the use of things to experi- 
ence self.” As a coerced pornography model put it, “You do it, you do it, and you do 
it; then you become it.” The fetish speaks feminism. 

Objectification makes sexuality a material reality of women’s lives, not just a 
psychological, attitudinal, or ideological one. It obliterates the mind/matter distinc- 
tion that such a division is premised upon. Like the value of a commodity, women’s 
sexual desirability is fetishized: it is made to appear a quality of the object itself, 
spontaneous and inherent, independent of the social relation which creates it, un- 
controlled by the force that requires it. It helps if the object cooperates: hence, the 
vaginal orgasm; hence, faked orgasms altogether. Women’s sexualness, like male 
prowess, is no less real for being mythic. It is embodied. Commodities do have 
value, but only because value is a social property arising from the totality of the 

same social relations which, unconscious of their de- 
Sexual termination, fetishize it. Women’s bodies possess no 


la z less real desirability—or, probably, desire. Sartre ex- 
obj ectificat ton emplifies the problem on the epistemological level: 
is the primary “But if I desire a house, or a glass of water, or a 
process of the woman’s body, how could this body, this glass, this 


"E iece of property reside in my desire and how can m 
subj ection of fae be anything but the consciousness of these Ha 
women. jects as desirable?” Indeed. Objectivity is the method- 
ological stance of which objectification is the social 
Process. Sexual objectification is the primary process of the subjection of women. It 
unites act with word, construction with expression, perception with enforcement, 
myth with reality. Man [expletive deleted] woman; subject verb object. 


Note that MacKinnon’s argument, despite its opposition to the media conditioning of 
Sexual oppression, is thoroughly determinist. She believes that our traditions and media 
Cause violence and oppression. It seems like a slippery slope: If any of our actions can 
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really be compelled through psychological conditioning, then why not all our actions? 
And if our actions, good or bad, are compelled, then it doesn’t seem to make sense to 
hold anyone responsible for his or her actions (even the people doing the conditioning). 
If Skinner is right, then moral education and political activity can be reduced to the re- 
sults of multiple conditions and reinforcements. If Mackinnon is right, we are all the 
victims of our pervasive social-sexual conditioning. 


E. FREEDOM IN PRACTICE 


As many of the foregoing arguments show, it isn’t enough just to answer the metaphys- 
ical question about the causes of human action. The demand for freedom and responsi- 
bility is not going to be satisfied by different variations of determinism, no matter how 
“soft” they pretend to be. If we are to understand the role of freedom in our daily lives, 
what we need is a breach in determinism, a conception of our actions, or at least our de- 
cisions, as truly free and not determined in any of the ways discussed previously. 

The classic statement of this claim to freedom and responsibility is to be found in the 
philosophy of Immanuel Kant. (I am sure that you now appreciate how truly monumen- 
tal Kant’s philosophy has been. We shall see more of him in the next chapter as well.) 
We have already seen that Kant gave an unqualified endorsement of determinism, argu- 
ing that the principle (of universal causation) upon which it is based is nothing less than 
a necessary rule of all human experience. This includes human actions: 


Actions of men are determined in conformity with the order of Nature, by their 
empirical character and other causes; if we could exhaust all the appearances, 
there would not be found a single human action which would not be predicted with 
certainty,29 


This is surely a statement of the hardest of “hard” determinism. But Kant also ap- 
preciated, as much as any philosopher ever has, the importance of unqualified freedom 
for human responsibility. (He called freedom, as he had called God, a “postulate” [or pre- 
supposition] of practical reason.) But how could he defend both universal determinism 
and human freedom? Determinism is true of every possible event and object of human 
knowledge, Kant says, but it does not follow that it is also applicable to human acts of 
will or decisions to act. Action is a wholly different matter than knowledge. The meta- 
physics with which Kant defends this view is far too complicated to even summarize here. 
But the basic principle is simple enough: Kant says that we adopt two different stand- 
points toward the world, one theoretical, one practical. Insofar as we want to know some- 
thing, we adopt the standpoint of science and determinism. Within that standpoint, every 
event, including human actions, is determined, brought about by sufficient natural causes 
(including the states of our brains and various psychological factors). But when we are 
ready to do something, we switch to the practical standpoint. The main point is this: In- 


Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith, New York: St. Martin's Press, 
1933 
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sofar as we are acting or deciding to act, we must consider our own acts of will and deci- 
sions as the sufficient causes of our actions, and we cannot continue the causal chain back- 
ward to consider whether those acts of will are themselves caused. When we act, in other 
words, we cannot think of ourselves except as acting freely. 

Suppose that you are about to make a decision: You are finally going to give up 
smoking. A friend offers you a cigarette on the second day. Yes or no? Do you smoke it? 
Now it might very well be that, given your personality, your weakness for past habits, 
and any number of other psychological factors, you are clearly determined to accept 
and thus break your resolution. Your friend, who knows you quite well, may even know 
this. But you can’t think of yourself in this deterministic way, for insofar as you have to 
make a decision, you can’t simply “find out” what you will do. In other words, you 
can’t simply predict your own behavior, no matter how much you know about the vari- 
ous causes and factors that allow your friend to predict your behavior. If you were to 
predict, “I’m going to start smoking again anyway,” you would not be simply predict- 
ing; you would be, in that very act, breaking your resolution, that is, deciding to break 
it. So, when your own acts and decisions are concerned, you have to act as if you were 
totally free. This in a way denies determinism. It says, as you are the one that has to 
make the decision, determinism isn’t relevant. (Kant says, “and to have to think yourself 
free is to be free.”) 

Kant defends both freedom and determinism, and so he undermines the distinction 
that philosophers had drawn between them. Kant implies that a careful reconsideration 
of human action from the point of view of practice may put the metaphysicians’ insis- 
tence on freedom as a type of causation in a new light and may allow us to think of free- 
dom in a new way. For Kant, freedom is a certain type of experience, not an “internal 
cause.” In a similar vein, Harry Frankfurt rethinks the meaning of coercion (or com- 
pulsion) in terms of the experience of the agent. His claim is that coercion is not prop- 
erly understood as an “external cause” of an action. Rather, the question of what counts 
as coercion (and similarly what counts as freedom) is again bound up inseparably with 
the question of what it means to be a person. 


FROM “COERCION AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY” 
BY HARRY FRANKFURT? 


The courts may refuse to admit in evidence, on the grounds that it was coerced, a 
confession which the police have obtained from a prisoner by threatening to beat 
him. But the prisoner’s accomplices, who are compromised by his confession, are 
less likely to agree that he was genuinely coerced into confession. They may feel, 
perhaps justifiably, that he made a reprehensible choice and that he acted badly: he 
Ought to have accepted the beating rather than to have betrayed them. Thus some- 


“Harry Frankfurt, “Coercion and Moral Responsibility,” from Essays on Freedom of Action, ed. Ted Hon- 
derich, 1973. Reprinted by permission of Routledge Publishers, Lid 
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times, though not always, the use of the term “coercion” conveys an exclusion of 
moral responsibility. A person who acts under coercion is for that reason regarded 
as not having acted freely, or of his own free will. It may be established that a per- 
son is not to be credited or blamed for what he has done, then, by showing that he 
was “coerced” into doing it. 

A person is sometimes said to have been coerced even when he has performed 
no action at all. Suppose that one man applies intense pressure to another man’s 
wrist, forcing him to drop the knife in his hand. In this case, which involves what 
may be called “physical coercion,” the victim is not made to act; what happens is 
that his fingers are made to open by the pressure applied to his wrist. It may in cer- 
tain situations be difficult, or even impossible, to know whether or not an action has 
been performed. Perhaps it will be unclear whether the man dropped the knife be- 
cause his fingers were forced open or because he wished to avoid a continuation of 
the pressure on his wrist. Or suppose that a man is being severely tortured in order 
to compel him to reveal a password, and that at a certain point he utters the word. 
There may be no way of discovering whether he spoke the word in submission to 
the threat of further pain, or whether—his will having been overcome by the agony 
which he had already suffered—the word passed involuntarily through his lips. 

I propose to consider those cases of coercion in which the victim is made to per- 
form an action, by being provided with a certain kind of motive for doing so, but 
which resemble cases of physical coercion in that the victim is not to be regarded as 
morally responsible for what he has been coerced into doing. We might say that in 
instances of physical coercion the victim’s body is used as an instrument, whose 
movements are made subject to another person’s will. In those instances of coercion 
that concern me, on the other hand, it is the victim’s will which is subjected to the 
will of another. How, in those cases, does coercion affect its victim’s freedom? 
What basis does it provide for the judgment that he is not morally responsible for 
doing what he is made to do? 


Il 


But what is coercion? Coercing someone into performing a certain action cannot 
be, if it is to imply his freedom from moral responsibility, merely a matter of get- 
ting him to perform the action by means of a threat. A person who is coerced is 
compelled to do what he does. He has no choice but to do it. This is at least part of 
what is essential if coercion is to relieve its victim of moral responsibility—if it is 
to make it inappropriate either to praise him or to blame him for having done what 
he was coerced into doing. Now it is not necessarily true of a person who decides to 
avoid a penalty with which he has been threatened that he is compelled to do so or 
that he has no other choice. Nor is it true that a person bears no moral responsibility 
for what he has done just because he does it in submission to a threat. Such a per- 
son may be described as acting “under duress”; but not all duress is coercion. 

It might be suggested that someone is coerced if, in addition to his acting in or- 
der to avoid a threatened penalty, two further conditions are satisfied: (1) the 
penalty with which he is threatened renders the action against which the threat is is- 
sued substantially less attractive to him than it would have been otherwise; and (2) 
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he believes that he would be left worse off by defying the threat than by submitting 
to it. Adding these conditions does not, however, serve adequately to identify in- 
stances of coercion, 

Suppose that P threatens to step on Q’s toe unless Q sets fire to a crowded hospi- 
tal, and that Q sets the fire in order to keep P off his toe. This does not satisfy the 
first condition, which excludes trivial threats: the penalty Q seeks to avoid by sub- 
mitting to P’s demand is not a substantial one. Suppose instead, then, that P threat- 
ens to break Q’s thumb unless Q sets fire to the hospital, and that Q submits to this 
threat. Here the penalty with which P threatens Q is substantial: any course of ac- 
tion is rendered substantially less attractive to a person if it leads him to a broken 
thumb than it would if it did not involve this consequence. Thus the first condition 
is now satisfied. It may be, moreover, that the second condition is satisfied too. Sup- 
pose that Q thinks he will not be apprehended or punished for setting fire to the 
hospital, and that he does not expect to be troubled very greatly by his conscience 
for doing so. Then he may well believe that he would be left worse off by defying 
P’s threat and having his thumb broken than by doing what P demands of him. 
Even if both conditions are satisfied in this way, however, it does not seem appro- 
priate to describe Q as being coerced into setting the fire. 

Why are we disinclined to regard Q as being coerced even when we suppose that 
he believes he will suffer substantially more by defying P’s threat than by submit- 
ting to it? One suggestion would be that it is because we think that since Q must re- 
alize that it is better to suffer even a broken thumb than to set fire to a hospital, he 
cannot believe that his submission to P’s threat is justifiable or reasonable. We 
might, accordingly, consider revising the second condition to make it require that Q 
believes it would be unreasonable for him to defy P’s threat, or believes that he is 
justified in submitting to it. 

Now the satisfaction of this revised condition would ensure that a person who 
has been coerced into performing a certain action believes that he cannot properly 
be blamed for having performed it. But the criterion of coercion for which we are 
looking must do more than this. It must ensure that a coerced person cannot prop- 
erly be held morally responsible at all for what he has been coerced into doing. 
And this would not be accomplished even by strength- 
ening (2) still further so that it required Q to believe 


Faced with a 
coercive threat, 

the victim has no 
choice but to 
submit: he cannot 
Prevent his desire 
to avoid the 
penalty in question 
from determining 
his response. 


correctly that he is justified in submitting to P’s threat, 
or that it would be unreasonable for him to defy it. In 
fact the satisfaction of the second condition in any 
plausible version is neither necessary for coercion nor, 
even in conjunction with the satisfaction of the first 
condition, sufficient for it. 
eee 

A person’s evaluations may not only affect his judg- 
ments concerning what it is reasonable for him to do. 
They may also have an effect upon what he is capable 
of doing. 

Faced with a coercive threat, the victim has no 
choice but to submit: he cannot prevent his desire to 
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avoid the penalty in question from determining his response. When he decides that 
it is reasonable for him to submit to a threat which is not coercive, his submission is 
not in this way made inescapable by forces within himself which he is unable to 
overcome. Sometimes we speak of threats as coercive even when we have no partic- 
ular evidence that their victims are incapable of defying them. This is because there 
are certain penalties which we do not expect anyone to be able to choose to incur. A 
person who surpasses this expectation thereby performs not merely rightly or 
wrongly but with a certain heroic quality. 

We do on some occasions find it appropriate to make an adverse judgment con- 
cerning a person’s submission to a threat, even though we recognize that he has 
genuinely been coerced and that he is therefore not properly to be held morally re- 
sponsible for his submission. This is because we think that the person, although he 
was in fact quite unable to control a certain desire, ought to have been able to 
control it. 

eee 

Consider the following two situations. Suppose first that a man comes to a fork 
in the road, that someone on a hillside adjoining the left-hand fork threatens to start 
an avalanche which will crush him if he goes that way, and that the man takes the 
fork to the right in order to satisfy a commanding desire to preserve his own life. 
Next, suppose that when the man comes to the fork he finds no one issuing threats 
but instead notices that on account of the natural conditions of things he will be 
crushed by an avalanche if he takes the left-hand fork, and that he is moved irre- 
sistibly by his desire to live to proceed by the fork to the right. There are interesting 
differences between these situations, to be sure, but there is no basis for regarding 
the man as acting more or less freely or of his own free will in the one case than in 
the other. Whether he is morally responsible for his decision or action in each case 
depends not on the source of the injury he is motivated to avoid but on the way in 
which his desire to avoid it operates within him. 

We do tend, of course, to be more resentful when another person places obsta- 
cles in our way than when the environment does so. What accounts for this greater 
resentment is not, however, the love of liberty. It is pride; or, what is closely related 
to pride, a sense of injustice. Only another person can coerce us, or interfere with 
our social or political freedom, but this is no more than a matter of useful terminol- 
ogy. When a person chooses to act in order to acquire a benefit or in order to escape 
an injury, the degree to which his choice is autonomous and the degree to which he 
acts freely do not depend on the origin of the conditions which lead him to choose 
and to act as he does. A man’s will may not be his own even when he is not moved 
by the will of another. 


+ Do you agree with Frankfurt that not all duress (even physi- 
cal) is coercion? 

+ Do you think that it is fair to hold those who act under 
duress, to avoid a painful consequence of their actions, 
morally responsible for their decisions? In other words, is 
the soldier who gives up information under the threat of tor- 
ture morally responsible for his actions? 
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Kant’s suggestion, however, has been taken up in a very different way in European phi- 
losophy, particularly by the existentialists. Like Kant, they accept (or at least do not 
bother to reject) determinism in science. But they insist that even if determinism is true, 
one must always view him or herself as agent as necessarily free. When you have to de- 
cide what to do, all the knowledge of the possible factors determining your decision are 
not sufficient to cause you to decide. For you cannot predict your own decision without 
at the same time making it. 

Jean-Paul Sartre, the late French existentialist, has defended the Kantian claim for 
human freedom as far as it can possibly be defended. In his mammoth book Being and 
Nothingness, Sartre argued that we are, always, absolutely free. This means, as Kant 
had insisted, that insofar as we act (and Sartre says that we are always acting) our deci- 
sions and our actions cannot be viewed as having any causes whatsoever. We must make 
decisions, and no amount of information and no number of causal circumstances can 
ever replace our need to make them. We can, of course, refuse to make decisions, acting 
as if they were made for us, as if circumstances already determined them, as if the fates 
had already established the outcome. But even in these cases, we are making decisions, 
“choosing not to choose,” in a classic Sartrian phrase. We are “condemned to be free,” 
he says, in a phrase that has since become famous. Again, desires may enter into con- 
sideration, but only as “consideration.” We can always act against a desire, any desire, 
no matter how strong, if only we are sufficiently decided that we shall do so. A starving 
man may yet refuse food if, for example, he is taking part in a hunger strike for a polit- 
ical cause to which he is dedicated. A mother may refuse to save her own life if it would 
be at the expense of her children. A student may miss his favorite television show if he 
has resolved to study for tomorrow’s test. Whether trivial or grandiose, our every act is 
a decision, and our every decision is free. Even if we fail to live up to them or find that 
we “cannot” make them, we are responsible nevertheless. There is no escape from free- 
dom or responsibility. 


ON “ABSOLUTE FREEDOM” 
BY JEAN-PAUL SARTRE?! 


Although the considerations which are about to follow are of interest primarily to 
the ethicist, it may nevertheless be worthwhile after these descriptions and 
arguments to return to the freedom of the for-itself and try to understand what the 
fact of this freedom represents for human destiny. 

The essential consequence of our earlier remarks is that man being con- 
demned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders; he is 
responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being. We are taking the 


*Nean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans, Hazel E. Barnes. Copyright © 1956. Reprinted by permis- 
Sion of the Philosophical Library of New York. 
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word “responsibility” in its ordinary sense as “consciousness” (of) being the incon- 
testable author of an event or of an object.” In this sense the responsibility of the 
for-itself is overwhelming since he is the one by whom it happens that there is a 
world; since he is also the one who makes himself be, then whatever may be the sit- 
uation in which he finds himself, the for-itself must wholly assume this situation 
with its peculiar coefficient of adversity, even though it be insupportable. He must 
assume the situation with the proud consciousness of being the author of it, for the 
very worst disadvantages or the worst threats which can endanger my person have 
meaning only in and through my project; and it is on the ground of the engagement 
which I am that they appear. It is therefore senseless to think of complaining since 
nothing foreign has decided what we feel, what we live, or what we are. 

Furthermore this absolute responsibility is not resignation; it is simply the logi- 
cal requirement of the consequences of our freedom. What happens to me happens 
through me, and I can neither affect myself with it nor revolt against it nor resign 
myself to it. Moreover everything which happens to me is mine. By this we must 
understand first of all that I am always equal to what happens to me gua man, for 
what happens to a man through other men and through himself can be only human. 
The most terrible situations of war, the worst tortures do not create a non-human 
state of things; there is no non-human situation. It is only through fear, flight, and 
recourse to magical types of conduct that I shall decide on the non-human, but this 
decision is human, and I shall carry the entire responsibility for it. But in addition 
the situation is mine because it is the image of my free choice of myself, and every- 
thing which it presents to me is mine in that this represents me and symbolizes me. 
Is it not I who decide the coefficient of adversity in things and even their unpre- 
dictability by deciding myself? 

Thus there are no accidents in life; a community event which suddenly burst 
forth and involves me in it does not come from the outside. If I am mobilized in a 
war, this war is my war; it is in my image and I deserve it. I deserve it first because I 
could always get out of it by suicide or by desertion; these ultimate possibles are 
those which must always be present for us when there is a question of envisaging a 
situation. For lack of getting out of it, I have chosen it. This can be due to inertia, to 
cowardice in the face of public opinion, or because I prefer certain other values to 
the value of the refusal to join in the war (the good opinion of my relatives, the 
honor of my family, etc.). Any way you look at it, it is a matter of choice. This 
choice will be repeated later on again and again without a break until the end of the 
war. Therefore we must agree with the statement by J. Romains, “In war there are 
no innocent victims.” If therefore I have preferred war to death or to dishonor, 
everything takes place as if I bore the entire responsibility for this war. Of course 
others have declared it, and one might be tempted perhaps to consider me as a sim- 
ple accomplice. But this notion of complicity has only a juridical sense, and it does 
not hold here. For it depended on me that for me and by me this war should not ex- 
ist, and I have decided that it does exist. There was no compulsion here, for the 
compulsion could have got no hold on a freedom. I did not have any excuse; . . . the 
peculiar character of human-reality is that it is without excuse. Therefore it remains 
for me only to lay claim to this war. 
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But in addition the war is mine because by the sole fact that it arises in a situa- 
tion which I cause to be and that I can discover it there only by engaging myself for 
or against it, I can no longer distinguish at present the choice which I make of my- 
self from the choice which I make of the war. To live this war is to choose myself 
through it and to choose it through my choice of myself. There can be no question 
of considering it as “four years of vacation” or as “reprieve,” as a “recess,” the es- 
sential part of my responsibilities being elsewhere in my married, family, or profes- 
sional life. In this war which I have chosen I choose myself from day to day, and I 
make it mine by making myself. If it is going to be four empty years, then it is I 
who bear the responsibility for this. 

Finally, . . . each person is an absolute choice of self from the standpoint of a 
world of knowledges and of techniques which this choice both assumes and illu- 
mines; each person is an absolute upsurge at an absolute date and is perfectly un- 
thinkable at another date. It is therefore a waste of time to ask what I should have 
been if this war had not broken out, for I have chosen myself as one of the possible 
meanings of the epoch which imperceptibly led to war. I am not distinct from this 
same epoch; I could not be transported to another epoch without contradiction. 
Thus / am this war which restricts and limits and makes comprehensible the period 
which preceded it. In this sense we may define more precisely, the responsibility of 
the for-itself if to the earlier quoted statement, “There are no innocent victims,” we 
added the words, “We have the war we deserve.” Thus, totally free, undistinguish- 
able from the period for which I have chosen to be the meaning, as profoundly re- 

sponsible for the war as if I had myself declared it, 
From the instant of unable to live without integrating it in my situation, en- 
gaging myself in it wholly and stamping it with my 


my. upsurge into seal, I must be without remorse or regrets as I am with- 
being, I carry the out excuse; for from the instant of my upsurge into be- 
weig ht of the ing, I carry the weight of the world by myself alone 

without anything or any person being able to lighten it. 
world by mys elf Yet this responsibility is of a very particular type. 
alone without Someone will say, “I did not ask to be born.” This is a 
a nyth in g or any naïve way of throwing greater emphasis on our 


k facticity. I am responsible for everything, in fact, except 
per. son being able for my very responsibility, for I am not the foundation 
to lighten it. of my being. Therefore everything takes place as if I 

were compelled to be responsible. I am abandoned in 
the world, not in the sense that I might remain abandoned and passive in a hostile 
universe like a board floating on the water, but rather in the sense that I find myself 
suddenly alone and without help, engaged in a world for which I bear the whole 
responsibility without being able, whatever I do, to tear myself away from this re- 
Sponsibility for an instant. For I am responsible for my very desire of fleeing respon- 
sibilities. To make myself passive in the world, to refuse to act upon things and upon 
Others is still to choose myself, and suicide is one mode among others of being-in- 
the-world. Yet I find an absolute responsibility for the fact that my facticity (here the 
fact of my birth) is directly inapprehensible and even inconceivable, for this fact of 
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my birth never appears as a brute fact but always across a projective reconstruction 
of my for-itself. I am ashamed of being born or I am astonished at it or I rejoice over 
it, or in attempting to get rid of my life I affirm that I live and I assume this life as 
bad. Thus in a certain sense I choose being born. This choice itself is integrally af- 
fected with facticity since I am not able not to choose, but this facticity in turn will 
appear only in so far as I surpass it toward my ends. Thus facticity is everywhere but 
inapprehensible; I never encounter anything except my responsibility. That is why I 
can not ask, “Why was I born?” or curse the day of my birth or declare that I did not 
ask to be born, for these various attitudes toward my birth—i.e., toward the fact that 
I realize a presence in the world—are absolutely nothing else but ways of assuming 
this birth in full responsibility and of making it mine. Here again I encounter only 
myself and my projects so that finally my abandonment—i.e., my facticity—con- 
sists simply in the fact that I am condemned to be wholly responsible for myself. I 
am the being which is in such a way that in its being its being is in question. And 
this “is” of my being is as present and inapprehensible. 

Under these conditions since every event in the world can be revealed to me only 
as an opportunity (an opportunity made use of, lacked, neglected, etc.) or better yet 
since everything which happens to us can be considered as a chance (i.e., can ap- 
pear to us only as a way of realizing this being which is in question in our being) 
and since others as transcendences-transcended are themselves only opportunities 
and chances, the responsibility of the for-itself extends to the entire world as a 
peopled-world. It is precisely thus that the for-itself apprehends itself in anguish; 
that is, as a being which is neither the foundation of its own being nor of the 
Other’s being nor of the in-itselfs which form the world, but a being which is com- 
pelled to decide the meaning of being—within it and everywhere outside of it. The 
one who realizes in anguish his condition as being thrown into a responsibility 
which extends to his very abandonment has no longer either remorse or regret or 
excuse; he is no longer anything but a freedom which perfectly reveals itself and 
whose being resides in this very revelation. But as we pointed out . . . , most of the 
time we flee anguish in bad faith. 


+ How is Sartre's view of freedom similar to Kant's? How is 
thinking that you are free proof that in some important sense 
you are free? 

+ Explain what Sartre means by in “choosing not to choose, 
we are condemned to be free.” 

Do you agree with Sartre that we are always responsible in- 
sofar as everything in our life is, in effect, a free choice (in- 
cluding war: in war, “there are no innocent victims”)? 


Sartre’s position is the culmination of a full century of existentialist thought, begin- 
ning with Søren Kierkegaard in the 1840s. Kierkegaard too argued that one is responsi- 
ble for whatever one is and that self-conscious choice and commitment were the factors 
that made a person most human. Sartre's very strong sense of responsibility goes even 
so far as to ascribe an act of choice to those situations in which we seem clearly to be 
only victims, for example, in war. “There are no accidents in life,” he argues. It is al- 
ways my choice as to how I shall act in and deal with a situation. One can always com- 
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plain, “I didn’t ask to be born,” Sartre says, but this is only one of many ways we have 
of trying to avoid responsibility. Given the fact that we have been born, raised in certain 
conditions, and so forth, it is now entirely up to us as to what we shall make of all this. 
Instead of looking at the events of the world as problems and intrusions, Sartre ulti- 
mately says, we should learn to look at everything as an opportunity. Here is the opti- 
mistic note to his very strong defense of human freedom. 

What all of these arguments demand is the following: In one’s own case, in making 
your decision, there can be no appeal to determinism even if determinism is true. What- 
ever might be theoretically determined, in practice, you must choose. Since freedom is 
the key to our self-esteem and our pride in ourselves, some people will demand it at any 
cost. 

The most brilliant, if bizarre, example of this existentialist demand is formulated by 
the strange character in Dostoyevski’s short novel Notes from the Underground. The ar- 
gument is simple. Any prediction can be thwarted as long as you know about it. If they 
say, “you'll do x”; do y. Now, suppose that determinism is true. In particular, suppose 
that psychological determinism is true and that its basic law is this: “people always act 
to their own advantage.” Now, what does this have to do with the predictability of a per- 
son’s actions? Absolutely nothing, if you are sufficiently determined not to be pre- 
dictable. Accordingly, the character in this novel is, more than anything else, spiteful. 
His main concern is not being predictable, in proving his freedom even if it means mak- 
ing himself miserable. Now you might say that his spite itself is the determinant of his 
behavior, and of course it is. But the very point of the argument is that causes and ex- 
planations of any kind are simply beside the point. Let the underground man know what 
you expect him to do, and he’ll do precisely the opposite. If you predict he'll act spite- 
ful, he’ll be as agreeable as can be—just out of spite! 


FROM “THE MOST ADVANTAGEOUS ADVANTAGE” 
BY FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKI 


Tam a sick man . . . I am a spiteful man. I am an unpleasant man. I think my liver is 
diseased. However, I don’t know beans about my disease, and I am not sure what is 
bothering me. I don’t treat it and never have, though I respect medicine and doctors. 
Besides, I am extremely superstitious, let’s say sufficiently so to respect medicine. 
(I am educated enough not to be superstitious, but I am.) No, I refuse to treat it out 
of spite. You probably will not understand that. Well, but / understand it. 
oe 

Why, in the first place, when in all these thousands of years has there ever been a 
time when man has acted only for his own advantage? What is to be done with the 
millions of facts that bear witness that men, knowingly, that is, fully understanding 
their real advantages, have left them in the background and have rushed headlong 
on another path, to risk, to chance, compelled to this course by nobody and by 
nothing, but, as it were, precisely because they did not want the beaten track, and 


“Fyodor Dostoyevski, Notes from the Underground, in Notes from the Underground and The Grand Inquisi 
tor, trans. Ralph Matlaw, New York: E. P. Dutton, 1960. 
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stubbornly, wilfully, went off on another difficult, absurd way seeking it almost in 
the darkness. After all, it means that this stubbornness and wilfulness were more 
pleasant to them than any advantage. Advantage! What is advantage? And will you 
take it upon yourself to define with perfect accuracy in exactly what the advantage 
of man consists of? And what if it so happens that a man’s advantage sometimes not 
only may, but even must, consist exactly in his desiring under certain conditions 
what is harmful to himself and not what is advantageous. And if so, if there can be 
such a condition then the whole principle becomes worthless. 
oe 

The fact is, gentlemen, it seems that something that is dearer to almost every 
man than his greatest advantages must really exist, or (not to be illogical) there is 
one most advantageous advantage (the very one omitted of which we spoke just 
now) which is more important and more advantageous than all other advantages, 
for which, if necessary, a man is ready to act in opposition to all laws, that is, in op- 
position to reason, honor, peace, prosperity—in short, in opposition to all those 
wonderful and useful things if only he can attain that fundamental, most advanta- 
geous advantage which is dearer to him than all. 


What is that “advantageous advantage?” Nothing other than 


One’s own free unfettered choice, one’s own fancy, however wild it may be, one’s 
own fancy worked up at times to frenzy. That is the “most advantageous advan- 
tage,” which is always overlooked. 


+ To what extent is it possible to choose otherwise or “to 
negate” certain facts about yourself? Could you choose to 
be taller, better looking, or more intelligent? How would 
Sartre or Dostoyevski reply? 


Freedom in other words, is itself what we most demand, whatever the cost, whatever the 
difficulties, and whatever the arguments against it. Whatever else may be true, we will 
refuse to see ourselves as anything but free. For it is freedom that makes us human. 
Dostoyevski’s picture of this radical, desperate freedom is perhaps not a very uplifting 
one. A similar sentiment, however, can give a very joyous image of freedom. Here is a 
sample from Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist monk. It is a prayer to say 
when turning on the television: 


FROM ‘TURNING ON THE TELEVISION” 
BY THICH NHAT HANH33 


The mind is a television 
with thousands of channels. 
I choose a world that is tranquil and calm 
so that my joy will always be fresh. 


3Thich Nhat Hanh, “Turning on the Television,” from Present Moment, Wonderful Moment. Copyright © 
1990 by Parallax Press. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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Mind is consciousness. Consciousness includes the subject which knows and the 

object which is known. The two aspects, subject and object, depend on each other 
| in order to exist. As the Vietnamese meditation master, Huong Hai, said, “In seeing 

matter, you are at the same time seeing mind. Without 
Our mind is like the arising of the object, the subject does not arise.” 
aie When our mind is conscious of something, we are that 
a television set thing. When we contemplate a snow-covered moun- 
with thousands tain, we are that mountain. When we watch a noisy 
of channels, and film, we are that noisy film. : 

Our mind is like a television set with thousands of 
the channel we channels, and the channel we switch on is the channel 
switch on is the we are at that moment. When we turn on anger, we are 
channel we are anger. When we turn on peace and joy, we are peace 
and joy. We have the ability to select the channel. We 
are what we choose to be. We can select any channel of 
the mind. Buddha is a channel, Mara is a channel, re- 
membering is a channel, forgetting is a channel, calm is a channel, agitation is a 
channel. Changing from one state of being to another is as simple as the change 
from a channel showing a film to a channel playing music. 

There are people who cannot tolerate peace and quiet, who are afraid of facing 
themselves, so they turn on the television in order to be preoccupied with it for a 
whole evening. In contemporary culture, people rarely like to be with themselves, 
and they frequently seek forgetfulness—downtown at the theater or other places of 
amusement. People rarely like to look deeply and compassionately at themselves. 
Young people in America watch television more than five hours per day, and they 
also have all sorts of electronic games to occupy them. Where will a culture in 
which people do not have the chance to face themselves or form real relationships 
with others lead us? 

There are many interesting, instructive programs on television, and we can use 
the TV guide to select programs which encourage mindfulness. We should decide 


to watch only the programs we have selected and avoid becoming a victim of the 
television. 


at that moment. 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


To say that a person’s act is free is to be able to ascribe responsibility. The defense of 
freedom therefore becomes extremely important to us. Our confidence in the universal- 
ity of scientific explanations, however, seems to imply the thesis of determinism, which 
holds that every event has its sufficient natural cause, Human actions, as events, thus 
Seem to be determined and thus not free. In this chapter, we have explored the various 
Ways in which philosophers have attempted to reconcile these two vital beliefs —that at 
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least some human acts are free and that science can ultimately (at least in principle) ex- 
plain everything. 

Some philosophers have defended determinism (“hard determinism’) to the exclu- 
sion of freedom. Others have defended freedom to the exclusion of determinism (“‘inde- 
terminists”). Most philosophers, however, have tried to defend both theses (and so are 
often called “compatibilists”). They have argued that determinism does not preclude 
freedom if an act flows from a person’s decision or character (“soft determinists”), that 
we can be more and less susceptible to determinists, or that even if determinism is true, 
we cannot help but think of ourselves as free. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. Compare and contrast hard determinism, soft determinism, and indeterminism. Ex- 
plain why indeterminism is just as problematic as hard determinism. From what 
different traditions of physics do these views arise? 

2. Compare and contrast the idea of a universe ruled by chance, divine predestination, 
fatalism, and karma. Which view do you find more appealing? 

3. What is the Islamic conception of predestination? How does it compare with other 
religious views you have studied? 

4. Libertarians, those who defend free will in opposition to determinism, argue that 
there is a notion of freedom that is undetermined. Do you find this view problem- 
atic? How would you defend this view against the determinists’ objections? 

5. Discuss the relationship between moral responsibility and freedom. What similari- 
ties and differences can you discern among Aristotle, Skinner, Frankfurt, and 
Sartre? What would the others say to Sartre’s claim that in war there are no inno- 
cent victims? 


GLOSSARY 


antecedent conditions Those circumstances, states df affairs, or events that regularly precede 
and can be said to cause an event. The antecedent conditions of boiling water, for example, 
are the application of heat to water under normal atmospheric pressure, and so on. A deter- 
minist would say that the antecedent conditions of a human action would be the state of his 
or her nervous system, a developed character (with personality traits), certain desires and be- 
liefs, and the circumstances (or “stimulus”) in which the action takes place. 

cause That which brings something about. On the hard determinist interpretation, a cause is an 
antecedent condition that, together with other antecedent conditions, is sufficient to make the 
occurrence of some event necessary, according to the laws of nature. On a weaker interpreta- 
tion, a cause may simply be an event (or condition) that regularly precedes another event and 
thus can be used to predict when the latter will occur. (For example, if we say “a cause of 
forest fires is lightning,” we mean “whenever lightning strikes a sufficiently dry forest, fire 
will occur.”) (The concept of a “cause” is also discussed in Chapters 1, 3, and 4.) 
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compatibilism The thesis that both determinism (on some interpretations) and free action can 
be true. Determinism does not rule out free action and the possibility of free action does not 
require that determinism be false. They are compatible positions. 

compulsion “Being forced to do something.” One acts from compulsion (or is compelled to 
act) when he or she could not have done otherwise. Some philosophers distinguish between 
external compulsions (for example, being pushed) and internal compulsions (for example, a 
neurotic obsession). 

determinism The thesis that every event has its sufficient natural cause(s), that every event is 
caused by its antecedent conditions, or that every event is predictable on the basis of such 
conditions. 

fatalism The thesis that certain events (or perhaps all events) are going to happen inevitably, re- 
gardless of what efforts we take to prevent them. 

freedom The idea that a human decision or action is a person’s own responsibility and that 
praise and blame may be appropriately ascribed. The most extreme interpretation of “free- 
dom” is the absence of any causes or determinations. Thus an indeterminist would say that 
an event was free if it had no causes; a libertarian would say that a human act was free if it 
was only self-caused, but not determined by anything else (including a person’s character). 
Certain determinists, however (“soft determinists”), would say that an act is free if only it is 
“in character” and based upon a person’s desire and personality. Most generally, we say that 
a person’s act was free whether or not it was the result of a conscious decision and whether 
or not certain causes may have been involved, if we would say that he or she could have done 
otherwise. 

free will Among philosophers, a somewhat antiquated expression (as in “he did it of his own 
free will”) that means that a person is capable of making decisions that are not determined by 
antecedent conditions. Of course there may be antecedent considerations, such as what a per- 
son wants, what a person believes, but free will means that such considerations never deter- 
mine a person’s decision. At most they “enter into the decision.” 

Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle An important principle of recent physics that demonstrates 
that we cannot know both the position and the momentum of certain subatomic particles, for 
in our attempts to know one, we make it impossible to know the other. This principle has 
been used to attack the very idea of “determinism” in its classical formulations, for determin- 
ism requires just the “certainty” of possible prediction that the Heisenberg Principle rejects. 

indeterminism The thesis that at least some events in the universe are not determined, are not 
caused by antecedent conditions, and may not be predictable. 

predestination The thesis (usually in a theological context) that every event is destined to hap- 
pen (as in fatalism) whatever efforts we make to prevent it. The usual version is that God 
knows and perhaps causes all things to happen, and therefore everything must happen pre- 
cisely as He knows (and possibly causes) it to happen. 

Prediction To say that some event will happen before it happens. Determinism normally in- 
cludes the thesis that if we know enough about the antecedent conditions of an event, we can 
always predict that it will occur. But prediction does not require determinism. One might 
predict the outcome of some state of affairs on the basis of statistical probabilities without 
knowing any antecedent conditions and perhaps even without assuming that there are any 
Such conditions (in quantum physics, for example). It is also possible that a person might 
Predict the future on the basis of lucky guesses or ESP, again without necessarily accepting 
determinism. 

responsibility Answerability or accountability for some act or event presumed to be within a 
Person's control. 
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retrodiction To say, on the basis of certain present evidence, what must have happened in the 
past. For example, the astronomer who looks at the present course of a comet can retrodict 
certain facts about its history. For the determinist, retrodiction is as important to his thesis as 
prediction. 

soft determinism A thesis that accepts determinism but claims that certain kinds of causes, 
namely, a person’s character, still allow us to call his or her actions “free.” The soft determin- 
ist is therefore a compatibilist, for he believes in both freedom and determinism. 

sufficient cause Capable of bringing something about by itself (for example, four healthy peo- 
ple are sufficient to push a Volkswagen up a hill). 
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PART III 


“From now on I’m thinking only of me.” 
Major Danby replied indulgently with a superior smile, 
“But Yossarian, suppose everyone felt that way?” 
“Then I'd certainly be a—fool to feel any other way, wouldn’t I?” 


JOSEPH HELLER, CATCH-22 


What should we do, and what should we not do? What acts should we praise? What acts 
should we condemn and blame? These are questions of ethics, the concern for which 
Socrates was willing to give up his life. The core of ethics is morality. Morality is a 
Set of fundamental rules that guide our actions; for example, they may forbid us to kill 
each other, encourage us to help each other, tell us not to lie, command us to keep our 
promises, 

Most of the moral rules we accept and follow are ones that we have learned and 
adopted from parents, friends, teachers, and our own society. At times, though, others may 
challenge our moral rules, demanding that we defend them. Why should we help each 
other? Why shouldn’t we ever cheat? What reasons can we give to defend one sexual ethic 
rather than another? New social and technological developments may also force us to 
reevaluate our morality. Since minorities and women have participated more and more in 
Public debates on moral issues, we now find ourselves constantly confronted with the in- 
Justices of discrimination on the basis of race or sex. The development of sophisticated 
life-sustaining devices has forced both physicians and philosophers to question whether 
it is always a moral duty to preserve life whenever possible. 

Whenever we try to defend or criticize a moral belief we enter the realm of ethics. 
Ethics is not concerned with specific moral rules but with the foundation of morality 
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and with providing general principles that will both help us evaluate the validity of a 
moral rule and choose between different moralities (different sets of moral rules). For 
example, some ethical theorists called utilitarians hold that any good moral rule should 
promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number. Other theorists, for example, 
Aristotle and Kant, have argued that a good moral rule helps us act in the most rational 
way possible. 

Ethics is also concerned with whether or not to take into account others’ or our own 
interests and desires when deciding what we ought to do. For some ethicists, morality is 
tied to self-interest at least in an abstract way, and they argue that morality is the best 
way of satisfying everyone’s interests. Other philosophers retain the rigid distinction 
between morality and self-interest and insist that obedience to morality is good for its 
own sake, or equivalent to being rational, or simply required in order to make us human. 
Finally some authors have argued that morality is only one among many sets of princi- 
ples, which we may but need not choose to obey. 

In this chapter, we will begin by raising some of the perennial problems of ethics, in- 
cluding the nature of morality and the problem of moral relativism. Then, we will 
address the familiar claim that the basis of all human behavior—moral behavior 
included—is selfishness, or egoism. Finally we will examine several different ethical 
theories, different ways of conceiving of morals and (or) justifying moral beliefs: 


+ The ethics of Aristotle, who based his view of morality on the concept of 
“virtue” and his idea that man is by nature a social and rational animal. 
Aristotle argues that being virtuous—controlling our feelings and acting 
rationally—enables us to become fully human. In this discussion, we have the 
opportunity to examine a moral system that is significantly different from our 
own, but still sufficiently similar for us to understand it. 

The view that morality is essentially a matter of feeling; David Hume and Jean- 

Jacques Rousseau are its representatives. 

The monumental ethical theory of Immanuel Kant, who insisted that morality is 

strictly a matter of practical reason, divorced from our personal interests and de- 

sires and based solely on universal principles or laws. Thus, according to Kant, 
we cannot justify the morality of our actions simply by appealing to the good 
consequences of our actions for others or ourselves. We will also consider subse- 
quent efforts to support or criticize Kant’s view. 

+ The ethical theories of the utilitarians, who argued (in contrast to Kant) that 
moral rules are merely rules of thumb for achieving the greatest good for the 
greatest number of people, and who thereby tried to reconcile the interests of 
each individual with the interests of everyone else. 

è The radical theories of Nietzsche and the existentialists, who insist that, in an 
important sense, we choose our moralities and that this choice cannot be 
justified in any of the ways argued by other modern philosophers. For Nietzsche, 
at least, this view also included a retrospective appreciation of the morality of 
the ancient Greeks, and he argued that we should inject some of their concep- 
tions into our own. We will also look at subsequent efforts to support the idea 
that morality is conventional—a matter of custom in certain sorts of societies. 


+ 


+ 
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+ Recent feminist gay-lesbian theories and the implications for practical and per- 
sonal ethics. 


A. MORALITY 


Morality gives us the rules by which we live with other people. It sets limits to our de- 
sires and our actions. It tells us what is permitted and what is not. It gives us guiding 
principles for making decisions. It tells us what we ought and what we ought not to do. 
But what is this “morality” that sounds so impersonal and “above” us? It is important to 
begin with an appreciation for the metaphor, which so well characterizes moral rules. 
Nietzsche describes it this way: “A tablet of virtues hangs over every people.” 

The “tablet of virtues” is morality. The prototype of morality, in this view, is those 
ancient codes, carved in stone, with commands that are eternal and absolute, such as the 
two tablets inscribed by God in front of Moses that we call the Ten Commandments. 
And they are indeed commandments. “Thou shalt” and “Thou shalt not” is all they say. 
This is the essence of morality. It consists of commands. These commands do not ap- 
peal to individual pleasures or desires. They do not make different demands on different 
individuals or societies. Quite to the contrary, they are absolute rules that tell us what 
we must or must not do, no matter who we are, no matter what we want and regardless 
of whether or not our interests will be served by the command. “Thou shalt not kill” 
means that even if you want to, even if you have the power to, and even if you can es- 
Cape all punishment, you are absolutely forbidden to kill. 

The image of morality as coming “from above” is appropriate. First, because moral 
laws are often said, and not only in our society, to come from God. Second, because we 
learn these laws from our parents, who literally “stand over us” and indoctrinate us with 
them through their shouts, commands, examples, threats, and gestures. Finally and most 
importantly, morality itself is “above” any given individual or individuals, whether it is 
canonized in the laws of society or not. Morality is not just another aid in getting us 
what we want; it is entirely concerned with right and wrong. And these considerations 
are “above” tampering by any individual, no matter how powerful, as if they have a life 
of their own. 

This characteristic of morality as independent of individual desires and ambitions 
has led many people to characterize morality simply in terms of some absolute and in- 
dependent agency. Most often, this absolute and independent agency is God. St. Augus- 
tine, for example, talks about morality in this way: 


FROM ON FREEDOM 
BY ST. AUGUSTINE! 


Unless you turn to Him and repay the existence that He gave you, you won't be 
“nothing”; you will be wretched. All things owe to God, first of all, what they are 


'St. Augustine, On Freedom, New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956 
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insofar as they are natures. Then, those who have received a will owe to Him what- 
ever better thing they can will to be, and whatever they ought to be. No man is ever 
blamed for what he has not been given, but he is justly blamed if he has not done 
what he should have done; and if he has received free will and sufficient power, he 
stands under obligation. When a man does not do what he ought, God the Creator is 
not at fault. It is to His glory that a man suffers justly; and by blaming a man for not 
doing what he should have done, you are praising what he ought to do. You are 
praised for seeing what you ought to do, even though you see this only through 
God, who is immutable Truth. 


St. Thomas Aquinas noted, “It is apparent that things prescribed by divine law are right, 
not only because they are put forth by law, but also because they are in accord with na- 
ture.” Or “Therefore by divine law precepts had to be given, so that each man would 
give his neighbor his due and would abstain from doing injuries to him.”? And in the 
Bible we read, “When thou shalt harken—to the voice of the Lord thy God, to keep all 
his commandments, which I command thee this day, to do that which is right in the eyes 
of the Lord thy God.*3 

But whether or not one believes in God, it is clear that something further is needed to 
help us define morality. Even assuming that there is a God, we need a way of determin- 
ing what His moral commands must be. One might say that He has given these com- 
mands to various individuals, but the fact is that different people seem to have very 
different ideas about the morality that God has given them. Some, for example, would 
say that it explicitly rules out abortion and infanticide. Others would argue that God 
does not rule these out but makes it clear that they are, like other forms of killing (a 
“holy war,” for example), justifiable only in certain circumstances. In view of such dis- 
agreements, we cannot simply appeal to God but must, for reasons that we can formu- 
late and defend, define our morality for ourselves. There is the further question, which 
has often been debated, but was raised originally by Plato, in his dialogue, Euthyphro. 
Should we follow God’s laws just because they are His or rather, because His laws are 
good? If the latter, then we have to decide what is good in order to know that God is 
good. If the former, then one has to decide whether or not to believe in God precisely on 
the basis of whether we can accept those laws. Either way, we have to decide for our- 
selves what laws of morality we are willing to accept. 

Similar considerations hold true for that familiar appeal to conscience in determining 
what we ought or ought not do. Even if one believes that conscience is God-given, the 
same problems emerge again. Should we follow our consciences just because “‘con- 
science tells us to”? Or do we follow our conscience just because we know that what 
our conscience commands is good? How does one decide whether a nagging thought is 
or is not the prompting of God? Probably on the basis of whether what it demands is 
good or not. (Thus one readily attributes to conscience the nagging reminder that one 
shouldn’t have cheated an unsuspecting child, but one does not attribute to conscience 
the nagging thought that one could have gotten away with shoplifting if only one had 


2St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk. II, New York: Doubleday, 1955. 


3Deuteronomy 13:18. 
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had the daring to do it.) If one believes that conscience is simply the internalization of 
the moral teachings of one’s parents and society, then the question takes an extra di- 
mension: Should we accept or reject what we have been taught? Since our consciences 
often disagree, we must still decide whose conscience and which rules of conscience 
one ought to obey. Identifying morality with the promptings of one’s conscience is both 
plausible and valuable, but philosophically it only moves the question one step back: 
How do we know what is, and what is not, the prompting of conscience? And is it al- 
ways right to follow one’s conscience? But these two questions are in fact just another 
way of asking what is moral. What should I do? 

Morality is not just obedience—whether obedience to a king, a pope, the law, or 
one’s conscience, Morality is doing what is right, whether or not it is commanded by 
any person or law and whether or not one “feels” it in one’s conscience. One way of 
putting this—defended later by Immanuel Kant—is to say that morality involves au- 
tonomy, that is, the ability to think for oneself and decide, for oneself, what is right and 
what is wrong, whom to obey and whom to ignore, what to do and what not to do. The 
danger is that this conception of morality as autonomy seems to leave us without a place 
to learn morality in the first place. How do we learn to judge right and wrong but from 
our parents, our friends, our teachers, and our society and its models? But if we try to tie 
morality too closely to our upbringing and our society, then it looks as if there is no 
room for autonomy, no way in which we could disagree with our family or society, no 
way to criticize the way in which we have been raised. Furthermore, tying morality to 
particular societies raises an additional question, and that is whether morality (or moral- 
ities) might not be relative to particular societies and cultures. 


+ In your opinion, are the “tablets of virtue” justified because 
they have been commanded by authority or because they are 
good? In other words, is what is right right because God (or 
gods) command it? Or do God (or gods) command it be- 
cause it is right? What are the advantages and disadvan- 
tages with each view? 

+ Why does it make you uncomfortable when you ignore your 
conscience? Does it help if others tell you it is right (even if 
you know that it’s not)? 


B. IS MORALITY RELATIVE? 


Moralities, like lifestyles, vary from culture to culture and even from person to person. 
But while there is nothing surprising about the fact that lifestyles vary, there is a prob- 
lem in the variation of moralities. Morality, by its very nature, is supposed to be a set of 
universal principles, principles that do not distinguish between cultures or peoples or 
lifestyles, If it is morally reprehensible to kill for fun, then it is morally reprehensible in 
every society, in every culture, for every lifestyle, and for every person, no matter who 
he or she is. This will be true even if the society or person in question does not agree 
with that moral principle. 
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Aristotle, for example, discusses at length what he calls “the wicked man,” who does 
evil because he believes in immoral principles and therefore acts with-out regret, unlike 
the person who acts badly from momentary weakness, force of circumstances, despera- 
tion, or misinformation. But on what grounds can one society or person claim that an- 
other society's or person’s principles are immoral? How could European Christians, for 
example, be justified in criticizing the sexual morality of Polynesians in the South 
Pacific? The Polynesians were a separate society, with their own mores and principles 
that worked quite well for them, possibly even better in certain ways than the European 
customs worked in Europe. Yet European missionaries felt no hesitation whatever in 
condemning their sexual practices as “immoral.” Similarly but more seriously, what 
gives us the right to criticize a culture across the world that still believes in genocide as 
a legitimate consequence of war or in torture as a way of keeping civil order? We surely 
feel that we have the right to speak up in such cases, but then we too are asserting the 
universality of our morality, extending it even to people who might explicitly reject our 
principles. How can we do this? What justifies such an extension? 

The problem of relativism has become extremely controversial since the nineteenth 
century, when anthropologists began telling us of exotic societies with moralities so dif- 
ferent from ours. In a sense, relativism has always been a threat to established morality, 
for even the Greeks came into contact with societies that were much different from 
theirs. (Thus they tended to immediately label anything non-Greek “barbarian,” so that 
they didn’t have to consider the possibility of relativism.) Kant was the most vigorous 
opponent of relativism, for his conception of morality was such that if a human being 
was to count as rational at all, he or she had to agree to at least the basic principles of a 
universal morality. There were people and societies that did not, but that, according to 
Kant, only proved that they were less than rational (and therefore less than human as 
well). Today we tend to be more liberal in our acceptance of different styles of life, but 
few people would deny that at least some moral principles hold for every society. The 
principle that unnecessary cruelty is wrong, for example, would be such a principle, al- 
though people might well disagree about what is “cruel” and what is “unnecessary.” 

Philosophers generally distinguish two theses. First, there is the factual claim that dif- 
ferent societies have different moralities. This is called cultural relativism. The difficult 
question is whether these different moralities are only different superficially or whether 
they are fundamentally different. For example, Eskimos of certain tribes kill their elders 
by leaving them to freeze on the ice; we consider that grossly immoral (we send most of 
our elders to frigid “old-age homes” instead). But the question of cultural relativity is 
whether this difference is merely the reflection of different interpretations of some basic 
moral principle (such as, don’t kill anyone unless it is absolutely necessary for the sur- 
vival of the rest) or whether it really is a wholly different morality. This is among the most 
controversial anthropological questions of our time. But philosophers are interested in a 
somewhat different question: Assuming that two moralities really are fundamentally dif- 
ferent, is it possible that each is as correct as the other? The philosopher who says “yes” 
is an ethical relativist, and ethical relativism is what occupies us here. 

In the following selection In the following selections, Walter Stace defines the ethi- 
cal absolutist and relativist position, and then Gilbert Harman presents a very contem- 
porary and sophisticated defense of the relativist position. 
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ON ETHICAL ABSOLUTISM 
BY WALTER STACE4 


According to the absolutists there is but one eternally true and valid moral code. 
This moral code applies with rigid impartiality to all men. What is a duty for me 
must likewise be a duty to you. And this will be true whether you are an English- 
man, a Chinaman, or a Hottentot. If cannibalism is an 
There is but one abomination in England or America, it is an abomina- 
law, one standa rd, tion in central Africa, notwithstanding that the African 
3 may think otherwise. The fact that he sees nothing 
one morality, for wrong in his cannibal practices does not make them for 
all men. him morally right. They are as much contrary to moral- 
ity for him as they are for us. The only difference is 
that he is an ignorant savage who does not know this. There is not one law for one 
man or race of men, another for another. There is not one moral standard for Euro- 
peans, another for Indians, another for Chinese. There is but one law, one standard, 
one morality, for all men. And this standard, this law, is absolute and unvarying. 

Moreover, as the one moral law extends its dominion over all the corners of the 
earth, so too it is not limited in its application by any considerations of time or pe- 
riod. That which is right now was right in the centuries of Greece and Rome, nay, in 
the very ages of the cave man. That which is evil now was evil then. If slavery is 
morally wicked today, it was morally wicked among the ancient Athenians, 
notwithstanding that their greatest men accepted it as a necessary condition of hu- 
man society. Their opinion did not make slavery a moral good for them. It only 
showed that they were, in spite of their otherwise noble conceptions, ignorant of 
what is truly right and good in this matter. 

oe 

Any ethical position which denies that there is a single moral standard which is 
equally applicable to all men at all times may fairly be called a species of ethical 
relativity, There is not, the relativist asserts, merely one moral law, one code, one 
standard. There are many moral laws, codes, standards. What morality ordains in 
one place or age may be quite different from what morality ordains in another place 
or age. The moral code of Chinamen is quite different from that of Europeans, that 
of African savages quite different from both. Any morality, therefore, is relative to 
the age, the place, and the circumstances in which it is found. It is in no sense 
absolute. 

This does not mean merely—as one might at first sight be inclined to suppose— 
that the very same kind of action which is thought right in one country and period 
may be thought wrong in another. This would be a mere platitude, the truth of 
which everyone would have to admit. Even the absolutist would admit this—would 
even wish to emphasize it—since he is well aware that different peoples have dif- 
ferent sets of moral ideas, and his whole point is that some of these sets of ideas are 


‘Reprinted with the permission of Simon & Schuster from The Concept of Moral, by Walter Stace. Copyright 
© 1937 by Macmillan Publishing Company; copyright renewed © 1965 by Walter Stace. 
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false. What the relativist means to assert is, not this platitude, but that the very same 
kind of action which is right in one country and period may be wrong in another. 
And this, far from being a platitude, is a very startling assertion. 


FROM “MORAL RELATIVISM DEFENDED” 
py GILBERT HARMANS 


My thesis is that morality arises when a group of people reach an implicit agree- 
ment or come to a tacit understanding about their relations with one another. Part of 
what I mean by this is that moral judgments—or, rather, an important class of 
them—make sense only in relation to and with reference to one or another such 
agreement or understanding. This is vague, and I shall try to make it more precise 
in what follows. But it should be clear that I intend to argue for a version of what 
has been called moral relativism. 

In doing so, I am taking sides in an ancient controversy. Many people have sup- 
posed that the sort of view which I am going to defend is obviously correct—in- 
deed, that it is the only sort of account that could make sense of the phenomenon of 
morality. At the same time there have also been many who have supposed that 
moral relativism is confused, incoherent, and even immoral, at the very least obvi- 
ously wrong. 

Most arguments against relativism make use of a strategy of dissuasive defini- 
tion; they define moral relativism as an inconsistent thesis. For example, they 
define it as the assertion that (a) there are no universal moral principles and (b) one 
ought to act in accordance with the principles of one’s own group, where this latter 
principle, (b), is supposed to be a universal moral principle. It is easy enough to 
show that this version of moral relativism will not do, but that is no reason to think 
that a defender of moral relativism cannot find a better definition. 

My moral relativism is a soberly logical thesis—a thesis about logical form, if 
you like. Just as the judgment that something is large makes sense only in relation 
to one or another comparison class, so too, I will argue, the judgment that it is 
wrong of someone to do something makes sense only in relation to an agreement or 
understanding. A dog may be large in relation to chihuahuas but not large in rela- 
tion to dogs in general. Similarly, I will argue, an action may be wrong in relation 
to one agreement but not in relation to another. Just as it makes no sense to ask 
whether a dog is large, period, apart from any relation to a comparison Class, so too, 
I will argue, it makes no sense to ask whether an action is wrong, Period, apart a 
any relation to an agreement. 

There is an agreement, in the relevant sense, if each of a number of people in- 
tends to adhere to some schedule, plan, or set of principles, intending to do this on 
the understanding that the others similarly intend. The agreement or understanding 
need not be conscious or explicit; and I will not here try to say what distinguishes 
moral agreements from, for example, conventions of the road or conventions of eti- 


SGilbert Harman, “Moral Relativism Defended,” in Philosophical Review 75 (1975): 3-22. 
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quette, since these distinctions will not be important as regards the purely logical 
thesis that I will be defending. 

Although I want to say that certain moral judgments are made in relation to an 
agreement, I do not want to say this about all moral judgments. Perhaps it is true 
that all moral judgments are made in relation to an agreement; nevertheless, that is 
not what I will be arguing. For I want to say that there is a way in which certain 
moral judgments are relative to an agreement but other moral judgments are not. 
My relativism is a thesis only about what I will call “inner judgments,” such as the 
judgment that someone ought or ought not to have acted in a certain way or the 
judgment that it was right or wrong of him to have done so. My relativism is not 
meant to apply, for example, to the judgment that someone is evil or the judgment 
that a given institution is unjust. 

In particular, I am not denying (nor am I asserting) that some moralities are “ob- 
jectively” better than others or that there are objective standards for assessing 
moralities. My thesis is a soberly logical thesis about logical form. 


1. INNER JUDGMENTS 


We make inner judgments about a person only if we suppose that he is capable of 
being motivated by the relevant moral considerations. We make other sorts of judg- 
ment about those who we suppose are not susceptible of such motivation. Inner 
judgments include judgments in which we say that someone should or ought to have 
done something or that someone was right or wrong to have done something. Inner 
judgments do not include judgments in which we call someone (literally) a savage or 
say that someone is (literally) inhuman, evil, a betrayer, a traitor, or an enemy. 

Consider this example. Intelligent beings from outer space land on Earth, beings 
without the slightest concern for human life and happiness. That a certain course of 
action on their part might injure one of us means nothing to them; that fact by itself 
gives them no reason to avoid the action. In such a case it would be odd to say that 
nevertheless the beings ought to avoid injuring us or that it would be wrong for 
them to attack us. Of course we will want to resist them if they do such things and 
we will make negative judgments about them; but we will judge that they are dread- 
ful enemies to be repelled and even destroyed, not that they should not act as they 
do. 

Similarly, if we learn that a band of cannibals has captured and eaten the sole 
survivor of a shipwreck, we will speak of the primitive morality of the cannibals 
and may call them savages, but we will not say that they ought not to have eaten 
their captive. j 

Again, suppose that a contented employee of Murder, Incorporated was raised as 
a child to honor and respect members of the “family” but to have nothing but con- 
tempt for the rest of society. His current assignment, let us suppose, 1s to kill a eed Á 
tain bank manager, Bernard J. Ortcutt. Since Ortcutt is not a member of the — 
the employee in question has no compunction about carrying out his assignment. In 
Particular, if we were to try to convince him that he should not kill Ortcutt, our argu- 
ment would merely amuse him. We would not provide him with the slightest reason 
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to desist unless we were to point to practical difficulties, such as the likelihood of his 
getting caught. Now, in this case it would be a misuse of language to say of him that 
he ought not to kill Ortcutt or that it would be wrong of him to do so, since that 
would imply that our, own moral considerations carry some weight with him, which 
they do not. Instead we can only judge that he is a criminal, someone to be hunted 
down by the police, an enemy of peace-loving citizens, and so forth. 
eee 

Of course, I do not want to deny that for various reasons a speaker might pretend 
that an agent is or is not susceptible to certain moral considerations. For example, a 
speaker may for rhetorical or political reasons wish to suggest that someone is be- 
yond the pale, that he should not be listened to, that he can be treated as an enemy. 
On the other hand, a speaker may pretend that someone is susceptible to certain 
moral considerations in an effort to make that person or others susceptible to those 
considerations. Inner judgments about one’s children sometimes have this function. 
So do inner judgments made in political speeches that aim at restoring a lapsed 
sense of morality in government. 


Il. THE LOGICAL FORM OF INNER JUDGMENTS 


Inner judgments have two important characteristics. First, they imply that the agent 
has reasons to do something. Second, the speaker in some sense endorses these rea- 
sons and supposes that the audience also endorses them. Other moral judgments 
about an agent, on the other hand, do not have such implications; they do not imply 
that the agent has reasons for acting that are endorsed by the speaker. 

+++ 

Now we need not suppose that the agreement or understanding in question is ex- 
plicit. It is enough if various members of society knowingly reach an agreement in 

intentions—each intending to act in certain ways on the understanding that the oth- 
ers have similar intentions. Such an implicit agreement is reached through a process 
of mutual adjustment and implicit bargaining. 

Indeed, it is essential to the proposed explanation of this aspect of our moral 
views to suppose that the relevant moral understanding is thus the result of bargain- 
ing. It is necessary to suppose that, in order to further our interests, we form certain 
conditional intentions, hoping that others will do the same. The others, who have 
different interests, will form somewhat different conditional intentions. After im- 
plicit bargaining, some sort of compromise is reached. 

Seeing morality in this way as a compromise based on implicit bargaining helps 
to explain why our morality takes it to be worse to harm someone than to refuse to 
help someone. The explanation requires that we view our morality as an implicit 
agreement about what to do. This sort of explanation could not be given if we were 
to suppose, say, that our morality represented an agreement only about the facts 
(naturalism). Nor is it enough simply to suppose that our morality represents an 
agreement in attitude, if we forget that such agreement can be reached, not only b 
way of such principles as are mentioned, . . . but also through bargaining. E 
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+ Why does Harman insist that he is giving “only the logical 
form” of relativism? What does this mean? What is not 
claiming? 


One of the subjects about which we feel the strongest call of conscience or morality 
is sex. Judgments about “what's right” and “what's wrong” seem to accompany all our 
beliefs about sex and sexual relationships. Sexual morality would seem to be a “natural” 
candidate for absolutism in morality: There are only two sexes, after all, no matter what 
culture one considers. Surely, one might think, there are “natural” standards for how 
members of the sexes should behave toward one another. There are men and women in 
every culture: Surely, one might think, every culture distinguishes its proper moral 
treatment in roughly the same way. 

The American anthropologist Margaret Mead made an extensive cross-cultural 
study of sex distinctions and sexual morality in her famous work, Sex and Tempera- 
ment. There she suggests that distinctions between the sexes themselves are culturally 
relative. Contrary to the absolutist view, she argues that sex distinctions are created by 
and dependent upon the social mores of particular cultures. 


FROM SEX AND TEMPERAMENT 
BY MARGARET MEAD® 


The material suggests that we may say that many, if not all, of the personality traits 
which we have called masculine or feminine are as lightly linked to sex as are the 
clothing, the manners, and the form of headdress that a society at a given time pe- 
riod assigns to either sex when we consider the behaviour of the typical Arapesh 
man or woman as contrasted with the behaviour of the typical Mundugumor man or 
woman, the evidence is overwhelmingly in favour of the strength of social condi- 
tioning. In no other way can we account for the almost complete uniformity with 
which Arapesh children develop into contented, passive, secure persons, while 
Mundugumor children develop as characteristically into violent, aggressive, inse- 
cure persons. Only to the impact of the whole of the integrated culture upon the 
growing child can we lay the formation of the contrasting types. There is no other 
explanation of race, or diet, or selection that can be adduced to explain them. We 
are forced to conclude that human nature is almost unbelievably malleable, re- 
sponding accurately and contrastingly to contrasting cultural conditions. The differ- 
ences between individuals who are members of different cultures, like the 
differences between individuals within a culture, are almost entirely to be laid to 
differences in conditioning, especially during early childhood, and the form of this 
conditioning is culturally determined. Standardized personality differences between 
the sexes are of this order, cultural creations to which each generation, male and fe- 


Excerpts from Sex and Temperament, by Margaret Mead. Copyright © 1935, 1950, and 1963 by Margaret 
Mead. By permission of William Morrow and Company, Inc. 
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Cultures are man- 
made, they are 
built of human 
materials; they are 
diverse but com- 
parable structures 
within which 
human beings 

can attain full 
human stature. 


child to that emphasis, some to a perfect accord with it, the majority to an e 
ceptance, while only a few deviants fail to receive the cultural imprint. To c 


male, is trained to conform. There remains, however, the problem of the origin of 
these socially standardized differences. 

While the basic importance of social conditioning is still imperfectly recog- 
nized—not only in lay thought, but even by the scientist specifically concerned 
with such matters—to go beyond it and consider the possible influence of varia- 
tions in hereditary equipment is a hazardous matter. The following pages will read 
very differently to one who has made a part of this thinking a recognition of the 
whole amazing mechanism of cultural conditioning—who has really accepted the 
fact that the same infant could be developed into a full participant in any one of 
these three cultures—than they will read to one who still believes that the minutiae 
of cultural behaviour are carried in the individual germ-plasm. If it is said, there- 
fore, that when we have grasped the full significance of the malleability of the hu- 
man organism and the preponderant importance of cultural conditioning, there are 
still further problems to solve, it must be remembered that these problems come af- 
ter such a comprehension of the force of conditioning; they cannot precede it. The 
forces that make children born among the Arapesh grow up into typical Arapesh 
personalities are entirely social, and any discussion of the variations which do occur 
must be looked at against this social background. 

With this warning firmly in mind, we can ask a further question. Granting the 
malleability of human nature, whence arise the differences between the standard- 
ized personalities that different cultures decree for all of their members, or which 
one culture decrees for the members of one sex as contrasted with the members of 
the opposite sex? If such differences are culturally created, as this material would 
most strongly suggest that they are, if the new-born child can be shaped with equal 


ease into an unaggressive Arapesh or an aggressive 
Mundugumor, why do these striking contrasts occur at 
all? If the clues to the different personalities decreed 
for men and women in Tchambuli do not lie in the 
physical constitution of the two sexes—an assumption 
that we must reject both for the Tchambuli and for our 
own society—where can we find the clues upon which 
the Tchambuli, the Arapesh, the Mundugumor, have 
built? Cultures are manmade, they are built of human 
materials; they are diverse but comparable structures 
within which human beings can attain full human 
stature. Upon what have they built their diversities? 
We recognize that a homogeneous culture commit- 
ted in all of its gravest institutions and slight usages to 
a co-operative unaggressive course can bend every 
asy ac- 
onsider 


such traits as aggressiveness or passivity to be sex-linked is not possible in the light 


of the facts. Have such traits, then, as aggressiveness or passivity, pride or h 


umility, 


objectivity or a preoccupation with personal relationships, an easy response to the 
needs of the young and the weak or a hostility to the young and the weak a ten- 
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dency to initiate sex-relations or merely to respond to the dictates of a situation or 
another person’s advances—have these traits any basis in temperament at all? Are 
they potentialities of all human temperaments that can be developed by different 
kinds of social conditioning and which will not appear if the necessary conditioning 
is absent? 


+ What is ethical relativism? How does it undermine moral- 
ity’s claim to authority? Can you think of a way in which one 
might account for the variety of moral principles (cultural 
relativism) without adopting ethical relativism? 

What is ethical absolutism? Does this capture how you think 
of morality? What problems do you see with it? 

+ How might the ethical absolutist react to Margaret Mead’s 
claim that sexual mores vary from culture to culture and so 
are culturally defined? 


C. EGOISM AND ALTRUISM 


Most moral rules, whether about sexuality or otherwise, enjoin us to take into account 
the interests, feelings, or welfare of other people. The commands not to lie, not to kill, 
and not to steal, as well as the commands to keep our promises, treat others fairly, and 
be generous are all commands that concern our relations to other persons. (There can, of 
course, be moral rules that require us to take into account our own interests; for exam- 
ple, the prohibition of suicide or, as Kant thought, the obligation to develop our talents.) 

One of the important assumptions of any morality, then, is that it is possible for us to 
act in the interests of other people. In addition, morality assumes that it is possible for 
us to do so because we are concerned about others’ welfare or because we recognize 
that we ought to be. Someone who refrains from cheating, for example, simply because 
he or she is afraid of being caught acts purely self-interestedly; we would not think this 
person is morally praiseworthy. Again, a person who visits a dying relative in the hospi- 
tal because he or she wants to ensure a substantial inheritance is not acting morally. 
Only if actions are motivated by a concern for others’ interests do we call them truly 
moral actions. 

One important theory, though, denies that we can be motivated simply by a concern 
for others, This is psychological egoism. Psychological egoism is the thesis that every- 
one, in fact, acts for his or her own advantage, and the only reason why people act re- 
spectfully or kindly toward each other is that that too, for one reason or another, is to 
their advantage. It might be fear of punishment that makes them act “correctly.” Some 
have “ulterior motives”: that is, they expect other things later on, perhaps a favor in re- 
turn or reward in heaven after they die, or they are trying to avoid guilt or want a feeling 
of self-satisfaction. In popular language, the egoist position is often called selfishness. 

One should be careful, though, to distinguish psychological egoism from ethical 
egoism. Psychological egoism asserts that our psychology is such that we cannot help 
but act in our own interests. In contrast, ethical egoism claims that even though we can 
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act in others’ interests because we are concerned for others, we ought always to act in 
our own interest. One of the most widely read contemporary ethical egoists is the late 
Ayn Rand, who wrote of “the virtue of selfishness.” 

It is psychological, not ethical, egoism that challenges the very possibility of any 
morality. One of Socrates’ opponents in The Republic states the psychological egoist’s 
view with brutal clarity: 


FROM THE REPUBLIC 
BY PLATO? 


They say that to do wrong is naturally good, to be wronged is bad, but the suffering 
of injury so far exceeds in badness the good of inflicting it that when men have 
done wrong to each other and suffered it, and have had a taste of both, those who 
are unable to avoid the latter and practise the former decide that it is profitable to 
come to an agreement with each other neither to inflict injury nor to suffer it. As a 
result they begin to make laws and covenants, and the law’s command they call 
lawful and just. This, they say, is the origin and essence of justice; it stands between 
the best and the worst, the best being to do wrong without paying the penalty and 
the worst to be wronged without the power of revenge. The just then is a mean be- 
tween two extremes; it is welcomed and honoured because of men’s lack of the 
power to do wrong. The man who has that power, the real man, would not make a 
compact with anyone not to inflict injury or suffer it. For him that would be mad- 
ness. This then, Socrates, is, according to their argument, the nature and origin of 
justice. 

Even those who practise justice do so against their will because they lack the 
power to do wrong. This we could realize very clearly if we imagined ourselves 
granting to both the just and the unjust the freedom to do whatever they liked. We 
could then follow both of them and observe where their desires led them, and we 
would catch the just man redhanded travelling the same road as the unjust. The rea- 
son is the desire for undue gain which every organism by nature pursues as a good 
but the law forcibly sidetracks him to honour equality. The freedom I just men- i 
tioned would most easily occur if these men had the power which they say the an- 
cestor of the Lydian Gyges possessed. The story is that he was a shepherd in the 
service of the ruler of Lydia. There was a violent rainstorm and an earthquake 
which broke open the ground and created a chasm at the place where he was tend- 
ing sheep. Seeing this and marvelling, he went down into it. He saw, besides man 
other wonders of which we are told, a hollow bronze horse. There were window- : 
like openings in it; he climbed through them and caught sight of a corpse which 
seemed of more than human stature, wearing nothing but a ring of gold on its 
finger. This ring the shepherd put on and came out. He arrived at the usual monthl 
meeting which reported to the king on the state of the flocks, wearing the ring. i 


7Plato, The Republic, Bk. Il, trans. G. M. A. Grube. Copyright © 1974 by Hackett Publishi 
Reprinted by permission. ishing Company. 
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he was sitting among the others he happened to twist the hoop of the ring towards 
himself, to the inside of his hand, and as he did this he became invisible to those sit- 
ting near him and they went on talking as if he had gone. He marvelled at this and, 
fingering the ring, he turned the hoop outward again and became visible. Perceiving 
this he tested whether the ring had this power and so it happened: if he turned the 
hoop inwards he became invisible, but was visible when he turned it outwards. 
When he realized this, he at once arranged to become one of the messengers to the 
king. He went, committed adultery with the king’s wife, attacked the king with her 
help, killed him, and took over the kingdom. 

Now if there were two such rings, one worn by the just man, the other by the un- 
just, no one, as these people think, would be so incorruptible that he would stay on 
the path of justice or bring himself to keep away from other people’s property and 
not touch it, when he could with impunity take whatever he wanted from the mar- 
ket, go into houses and have sexual relations with anyone he wanted, kill anyone, 
free all those he wished from prison, and do the other things which would make 
him like a god among men. His actions would be in no way different from those of 
the other and they would both follow the same path. This, some would say, is a 
great proof that no one is just willingly but under compulsion, so that justice is not 
one’s private good, since wherever either thought he could do wrong with impunity 
he would do so. Every man believes that injustice is much more profitable to him- 
self than justice, and any exponent of this argument will say that he is right. The 
man who did not wish to do wrong with that opportunity, and did not touch other 
people’s property, would be thought by those who knew it to be very foolish and 
miserable. They would praise him in public, thus deceiving one another, for fear of 
being wronged. So much for my second topic. 


Both egoist positions are contrasted with what is usually called altruism, that is, act- 
ing for the sake of other people’s interests. There are degrees of altruism. One may be 
altruistic because one acts morally, because he or she recognizes an obligation to other 
people. Or one may be altruistic in actually taking another person’s interests as impor- 
tant or even more important than one’s own interests, such as one often finds between 
lovers or brothers and sisters. Altruism can also be divided into two distinct theses, al- 
though these are not so often distinguished. Psychological altruism says that people 
“naturally” act for each other’s sakes. (We shall see this thesis defended by several im- 
portant philosophers in later sections.) It has rarely been argued, however, that people 
are compelled to act altruistically. Thus psychological egoism is usually defended for 
all cases; psychological altruism, in contrast, is only defended for some cases. Ethical 
altruism, on the other hand, says that people ought to act with each other’s interests in 
mind. This is, of course, a basic statement of morality, best summarized in the so-called 
Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” (We shall see a 
modern version of this ancient teaching in the philosophy of Kant.) 

The most familiar and most difficult question is about psychological egoism: Is it 
true that people only act for their own self-interest? A famous story about Abraham Lin- 
coln is an apt illustration of the thesis. As he was arguing the psychological egoist posi- 
tion with a friend, his coach was passing a mud slide where a mother pig was squealing 
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as her piglets were drowning. Lincoln stopped the coach, saved the piglets, then moved 
on. His friend asked him whether that wasn't a clear case of altruism. Lincoln replied: 
“Why that was the very essence of selfishness. I should have had no peace of mind all 
day had I gone on and left that suffering old sow worrying over those piglets. I did it to 
get peace of mind, don’t you see?”"* 

Many actions are based upon self-interest and are “selfish” without any question. 
The question is, are there any actions that are not based on self-interest? Lincoln's re- 
sponse is an excellent example because it would seem as if his action is not for selfish 
reasons at all. Yet, according to him, there was a selfish reason behind his actions—his 
own sense of satisfaction and “peace of mind.” Could this be true of all our actions? 

The arguments that are still considered to be the most powerful and definitive against 
psychological egoism were formulated as sermons by an English bishop, Joseph But- 
ler. Bishop Butler argued that such reasoning as Lincoln's turned on a number of falla- 
cies. Butler begins by accepting the distinction between “private good and a person’s 
own preservation and happiness” and “respect to society and the promotion of public 
good and the happiness of society.” But then he insists that these are not, as the egoists 
argue, always in conflict and fighting against each other. To the contrary, they are almost 
always in perfect harmony. 


AGAINST EGOISM 
sy JOSEPH BUTLER” 


From this review and comparison of the nature of man as respecting self and as re- 
specting society, it will plainly appear that there are as real and the same kind of in- 
dications in human nature that we were made for society and to do good to our 
fellow creatures, as that we were intended to take care of our own life and health 
and private good; and that the same objections lie against one of these assertions as 
against the other. 

First, there is a natural principle of benevolence in man, which is in some degree 
to society what self-love is to the individual. And if there be in mankind any dispo- 
sition to friendship; if there be any such thing as compassion, for compassion is 
momentary love; if there be any such thing as the paternal or filial affections; if 
there be any affection in human nature the object and end of which is the good of 
another—this is itself benevolence or the love of another. Be it ever so short, be it 
in ever so low a degree, or ever so unhappily confined, it proves the assertion and 
points out what we were designed for, as really as though it were in a higher degree 
and more extensive. I must however remind you that though benevolence and self- 
love are different, though the former tends most directly to public good, and the lat- 
ter to private, yet they are so perfectly coincident that the greatest satisfactions to 
ourselves depend upon our having benevolence in a due degree, and that self-love is 
one chief security of our right behavior toward society. It may be added that their 


8Quoted in F. Sharp, Ethics, New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1928. 
Joseph Butler, Sermons, Boston: Hillard, Gray, Little, and Wilkins, 1827. 
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mutual coinciding, so that we can scarce promote one without the other, is equally a 
proof that we were made for both. 
ore 

Secondly, this will further appear, from observing that the several passions and 
affections, which are distinct both from benevolence and self-love, do in general 
contribute and lead us to public good as really as to private. It might be thought too 
minute and particular, and would carry us too great a length, to distinguish between 
and compare together the several passions or appetites distinct from benevolence, 
whose primary use and intention is the security and good of society; and the pas- 
sions distinct from self-love, whose primary intention and design is the security and 
good of the individual. It is enough to the present argument that desire of esteem 
from others, contempt and esteem of them, love of society as distinct from affection 
to the good of it, indignation against successful vice—that these are public affec- 
tions or passions, have an immediate respect to others, naturally lead us to regulate 
our behavior in such a manner as will be of service to our fellow creatures. If any or 


If it be said that 
there are persons 
in the world who 
are in great 
measure without 
the natural affec- 
tions toward their 
fellow creatures, 
there are likewise 
instances of per- 
sons without the 
common natural 
affections to them- 
selves; but the 
nature of man is 
not to be judged 
of by either of 
these, but by 
what appears 

in the common 
world, in the bulk 
of mankind. 


all of these may be considered likewise as private af- 
fections, as tending to private good, this does not hin- 
der them from being public affections, too, or destroy 
the good influence of them upon society, and their ten- 
dency to public good. It may be added that as persons 
without any conviction from reason of the desirable- 
ness of life would yet of course preserve it merely from 
the appetite of hunger, so by acting merely from regard 
(suppose) to reputation, without any consideration of 
the good of others, men often contribute to public 
good. In both these instances they are plainly instru- 
ments in the hands of another, in the hands of Provi- 
dence, to carry on ends, the preservation of the 
individual and good of society, which they themselves 
have not in their view or intention. The sum is, men 
have various appetites, passions, and particular affec- 
tions, quite distinct both from self-love and from 
benevolence—all of these have a tendency to promote 
both public and private good, and may be considered 
as respecting others and ourselves equally and in com- 
mon; but some of them seem most immediately to re- 
spect others, or tend to public good, others of them 
most immediately to respect self, or tend to private 
good; as the former are not benevolence, so the latter 
are not self-love; neither sort are instances of our love 
either to ourselves or others, but only instances of our 
Maker’s care and love both of the individual and the 
species, and proofs that He intended we should be in- 
struments of good to each other, as well as that we 
should be so to ourselves. 
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Thirdly, there is a principle of reflection in men by which they distinguish 
between, approve and disapprove, their own actions. We are plainly constituted 
such sort of creatures as to reflect upon our own nature. The mind can take a view 
of what passes within itself, its propensions, aversions, passions, affections, as re- 
specting such objects and in such degrees, and of the several actions consequent 
thereupon. In this survey it approves of one, disapproves of another, and toward a 
third is affected in neither of these ways, but is quite indifferent. This principle in 
man by which he approves or disapproves his heart, temper, and actions, is con- 
science. . . . That this faculty tends to restrain men from doing mischief to each 
other, and leads them to do good, is too manifest to need being insisted upon. Thus 
a parent has the affection of love to his children; this leads him to take care of, to 
educate, to make due provision for them; the natural affection leads to this, but the 
reflection that it is his proper business, what belongs to him, that it is right and 
commendable so to do—this added to the affection becomes a much more settled 
principle and carries him on through more labor and difficulties for the sake of his 
children than he would undergo from that affection alone, if he thought it, and the 
course of action it led to, either indifferent or criminal. This indeed is impossible, to 
do that which is good and not to approve of it; for which reason they are frequently 
not considered as distinct, though they really are, for men often approve of the ac- 
tions of others which they will not imitate, and likewise do that which they approve 
not. It cannot possibly be denied that there is this principle of reflection or con- 
science in human nature. Suppose a man to relieve an innocent person in great dis- 
tress, suppose the same man afterwards, in the fury of anger, to do the greatest 
mischief to a person who had given no just cause of offense; to aggravate the injury, 
add the circumstances of former friendship and obligation from the injured person, 
let the man who is supposed to have done these two different actions coolly reflect 
upon them afterwards, without regard to their consequences to himself; to assert 
that any common man would be affected in the same way toward these different ac- 
tions, that he would make no distinction between them, but approve or disapprove 
them equally, is too glaring a falsity to need being confuted. There is therefore this 
principle of reflection or conscience in mankind. 

eee 

If it be said that there are persons in the world who are in great measure without 
the natural affections toward their fellow creatures, there are likewise instances of 
persons without the common natural affections to themselves; but the nature of man 
is not to be judged of by either of these, but by what appears in the common world 
in the bulk of mankind. z 


In short, Butler argues that merely acting on one’s own desires does not make an ac- 
tion selfish, for all actions are, in some sense, based on our desires, but at least some of 
those desires are desires to serve someone else’s interests. Thus the “object” of desire i 
what makes an act selfish or unselfish, not merely the fact that one’s own desire is acted 
upon. Nor can simply acting with some benefit to oneself make an action selfish, for 
even if we agreed that an act gives us some benefit (for example, peace of mind), it oe 
still be the case that most of the benefit is for someone else. Even if peace of mind a, 
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ically follows virtuous actions, that does not show that our motivation is selfish. The sat- 
isfaction that accompanies good acts is itself not the motivation of the act. Here is the 
answer to Lincoln. His act was, despite his philosophical claims, an altruistic one; his 
satisfaction was not the motive of the act but only its consequence. 


+ Distinguish between psychological egoism and ethical ego- 
ism. Do you agree with either? 

¢ Are ethical altruism and psychological egoism compatible? 
How does Bishop Butler reconcile the two? 

+ How is it that our private good is so bound up with the pub- 
lic good? 


D. MORALITY AS VIRTUE: ARISTOTLE 


Aristotle’s Ethics (properly called The Nicomachean Ethics) is the best systematic 
guide to ancient Greek moral and ethical thinking. The significant feature of Greek 
ethics is its stress on being virtuous as opposed to merely following moral rules. Aristo- 
tle’s concept of virtue is based on a very special conception of man as a rational being. 
Virtue, accordingly, is rational activity, activity in accordance with a rational principle. 
Having defined virtue in this way, Aristotle can then defend, for example, courage as a 
virtue by showing that the courageous man is more rational than the coward. 

Aristotle arrives at his conception of man as an essentially rational being by asking 
what “the natural good for man” is. This, he argues, will be discovered by finding what 
all men desire “for its own sake” and not “for the sake of anything else.” 


FROM THE NICOMACHEAN ETHICS 
BY ARISTOTLE!° 


Every art and every kind of inquiry, and likewise every act and purpose, seems to 
aim at some good; and so it has been well said that the good is that at which every- 
thing aims. But a difference is observable among these aims or ends. What is aimed 
at is sometimes the exercise of a faculty, sometimes a certain result beyond that ex- 
ercise. And where there is an end beyond that act, there the result is better than the 
exercise of the faculty. Now since there are many kinds of actions and many arts 
and sciences, it follows that there are many ends also; e.g. health is the end of med- 
icine, ships of shipbuilding, victory of the art of war, and wealth of economy. But 
when several of these are subordinated to some one art or science,—as the making 
of bridles and other trappings to the art of horsemanship, and this in turn, along 
with all else that the soldier does, to the art of war, and so on,—then the end of the 
master art is always more desired than the end of the subordinate arts, since these 


Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, 8th ed., trans. by F. H. Peters, London: K. Paul, Trench, Tubner & Co., 
Ltd., 1888. 
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are pursued for its sake. And this is equally true whether the end in view be the 
mere exercise of a faculty or something beyond that, as in the above instances. 

If then in what we do there be some end which we wish for on its own account, 
choosing all the others as means to this, but not every end without exception as a 
means to something else (for so we should go on ad infinitum, and desire would be 
left void and objectless),—this evidently will be the good or the best of all things. 


We see here the same logical strategy that Aristotle used in Chapter 1—the idea that 
every act is for the sake of something else (we want to earn a dollar to buy ourselves 
some food, and we want that to satisfy our hunger). But since there can be no “infinite 
regress,” there must be some ultimate end. Aristotle examines two popular conceptions 
of this ultimate end that is the natural good for man: pleasure and success. He rejects 
both because neither pleasure nor success is desired for its own sake, Rather, happiness 
is what all men desire for its own sake and is the natural good for man. 


It seems that men not unreasonably take their notions of the good or happiness from 
the lives actually led, and that the masses who are the least refined suppose it to be 
pleasure, which is the reason why they aim at nothing higher than the life of enjoy- 
ment. For the most conspicuous kinds of life are three: this life of enjoyment, the life 
of the statesman, and, thirdly, the contemplative life. The mass of men show them- 
selves utterly slavish in their preference for the life of brute beasts, but their views 
receive consideration because many of those in high places have the tastes of Sar- 
danapalus. Men of refinement with a practical turn prefer honour; for I suppose we 
may say that honour is the aim of the statesman’s life. But this seems too superficial 
to be the good we are seeking: for it appears to depend upon those who give rather 
than upon those who receive it; while we have a presentiment that the good is some- 
thing that is peculiarly a man’s own and can scarce be taken away from him. More- 
over, these men seem to pursue honour in order that they may be assured of their 
own excellence,—at least, they wish to be honoured by men of Sense, and by those 
who know them, and on the ground of their virtue or excellence. It is plain, then, that 
in their view, at any rate, virtue or excellence is better than honour; and perhaps we 
should take this to be the end of the statesman’s life, rather than honour, But virtue 
or excellence also appears too incomplete to be what we want; for it seems that a 
man might have virtue and yet be asleep or be inactive all his life, and, moreover, 
might meet with the greatest disasters and misfortunes; and no one would maintain 
that such a man is happy, except for argument’s sake. But we will not dwell on these 
matters now, for they are sufficiently discussed in the popular treatises. The third 
kind of life is the life of contemplation: we will treat of it further on. As for the 
money-making life, it is something quite contrary to nature; and wealth evidently is 
not the good of which we are in search, for it is merely useful as a means to some- ; 
thing else. So we might rather take pleasure and virtue or excellence to be ends than 
wealth; for they are chosen on their own account. But it seems that not even they are 
the end, though much breath has been wasted in attempts to show that they are, 
oof 

Let us return once more to the question, what this good can be of which we are 

in search. It seems to be different in different kinds of action and in different arts, — 
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one thing in medicine and another in war, and so on. What then is the good in each 
of these cases? Surely that for the sake of which all else is done. And that in medi- 
cine is health, in war is victory, in building is a house,—a different thing in each 
different case, but always, in whatever we do and in whatever we choose, the end. 
For it is always for the sake of the end that all else is done. If then there be one end 
of all that man does, this end will be the realizable good,—or these ends, if there be 
more than one. 

By this generalization our argument is brought to the same point as before. This 
point we must try to explain more clearly. We see that there are many ends. But 
some of these are chosen only as means, as wealth, flutes, and the whole class of in- 
struments. And so it is plain that not all ends are final. But the best of all things 
must, we conceive, be something final. If then there be only one final end, this will 
be what we are seeking —or if there be more than one, then the most final of them. 
Now that which is pursued as an end in itself is more final than that which is pur- 
sued as means to something else, and that which is never chosen as means than that 
which is chosen both as an end in itself and as means, and that is strictly final 
which is always chosen as an end in itself and never as means. 

Happiness seems more than anything else to answer to this description: for we 
always choose it for itself, and never for the sake of something else; while honour 
and pleasure and reason, and all virtue or excellence, we choose partly indeed for 
themselves (for, apart from any result, we should choose each of them), but partly 
also for the sake of happiness, supposing that they will help to make us happy. But 
no one chooses happiness for the sake of these things, or as a means to anything 
else at all. We seem to be led to the same conclusion when we start from the notion 
of self-sufficiency. The final good is thought to be self-sufficing [or all-sufficing]. 
In applying this term we do not regard a man as an individual leading a solitary 
life, but we also take account of parents, children, wife, and, in short, friends and 
fellow-citizens generally, since man is naturally a social being. Some limit must in- 
deed be set to this; for if you go on to parents and descendants and friends of 
friends, you will never come to a stop. But this we will consider further on: for the 
present we will take self-sufficing to mean what by itself makes life desirable and 
in want of nothing. And happiness is believed to answer to this description. And 
further, happiness is believed to be the most desirable thing in the world, and that 
not merely as one among other good things: if it were merely one among other 
good things [so that other things could be added to it], it is plain that the addition of 
the least of other goods must make it more desirable; for the addition becomes a 
surplus of good, and of two goods the greater is always more desirable. Thus it 
seems that happiness is something final and self-sufficing, and is the end of all that 
man does, 


We need some idea of what happiness is, and Aristotle here gives us his idea: Happi- 
ness is living according to rationality, the exercise of our most vital faculties. 


But perhaps the reader thinks that though no one will dispute the statement that 
happiness is the best thing in the world, yet a still more precise definition of it is 
needed. This will best be gained, I think, by asking. What is the function of man? 
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For as the goodness and the excellence of a piper or a sculptor, or the practiser of 
any art, and generally of those who have any function or business to do, lies in that 
function, so man’s good would seem to lie in his function, if he has one. But can we 
suppose that, while a carpenter and a cobbler has a function and a business of his 
own, man has no business and no function assigned him by nature? Nay, surely as 
his several members, eye and hand and foot, plainly have each his own function, so 
we must suppose that man also has some function over and above all these. 

What then is it? Life evidently he has in common even with the plants, but we 
want that which is peculiar to him. We must exclude, therefore, the life of mere nu- 
trition and growth. Next to this comes the life of sense; but this too he plainly 
shares with horses and cattle and all kinds of animals. There remains then the life 
whereby he acts—the life of his rational nature, with its two sides or divisions, one 
rational as obeying reason, the other rational as having and exercising reason. But 
as this expression is ambiguous, we must be understood to mean thereby the life 
that consists in the exercise [not the mere possession] of the faculties; for this 
seems to be more properly entitled to the name. 

The function of man, then, is exercise of his vital faculties [or soul] on one side 
in obedience to reason, and on the other side with reason. But what is called the 

function of a man of any profession and the function of 
The good of man a man who is good in that profession are, generically 
: 0 the same, e.g. of a harper and of a good harper; and 
i Nl cca of this holds in all cases without exception, Sets that in 
his faculties in the case of the latter his superior excellence at his work 
accordance with is added; for we say a harper’s function is to harp, and 
excellence or a good harper’s to harp well. Man’s function then be- 

i s ing, as we say, a kind of life—that is to say, exercise of 
virtue, OF if there his faculties and action of various kinds with reason— 
be more than one, the good man’s function is to do this well and beauti- 
in accordance with fully [or nobly]. But the function of anything is done 

well when it is done in accordance with the proper ex- 
the best and most cellence of that thing. If this be so the result is that the 
com plete virtue. good of man is exercise of his faculties in accordance 
with excellence or virtue, or, if there be more than one, 
in accordance with the best and most complete virtue. But there must also be a full 
term of years for this exercise; for one swallow or one fine day does not make a 
spring, nor does one day or any small space of time make a blessed or happy man. 


It is important to notice the structure of Aristotle’s argument here, for we shall 
see it emerge often in philosophy as well as in our own thought. The argument is an ar- 
gument on the basis of what is “natural” to man. The good for man is that which is “nat- 
ural” to him, and that means, according to Aristotle, what is Special or unique to him as 
well. Thus mere “nutrition and growth,” that is, eating and keeping physically health 
cannot in themselves be happiness (although it is necessary for happiness) because ol 
plants, Aristotle says, have this “goal.” Nor can happiness lie in simple experience even 
exciting experiences, since even a cow has this as the “end” of its life. What is unique to 
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man, Aristotle concludes, is his rationality, his ability to act on rational principles. But ac- 
tion according to rational principles, is, as we shall see, precisely what Aristotle thinks 
virtue is. Thus happiness turns out to be an “activity of the soul in accordance with per- 
fect virtue.” (This is the key phrase of his work.) This “perfect virtue” is also called “ex- 
cellence,” and thus Aristotle’s ethics is often called an ethics of self-realization, the goal 
of which is to make each individual as perfect as possible in all ways: 


Indeed, in addition to what we have said, a man is not good at all unless he takes 
pleasure in noble deeds. No one would call a man just who did not take pleasure in 
doing justice, nor generous who took no pleasure in acts of generosity, and so on. If 
this be so, the manifestations of excellence will be pleasant in themselves. But they 
are also both good and noble, and that in the highest degree—at least, if the good 
man’s judgment about them is right, for this is his judgment. Happiness, then, is at 
once the best and noblest and pleasantest thing in the world. 


So far, however, it sounds as if virtue and happiness are strictly individual matters. 
But this is not the case. Aristotle’s well-known belief that man is a social animal is as 
important as these other principles. Thus, the principles of reason and rationality that 
enter into his Ethics will have the interests of society as well as the individual built into 
them. (Aristotle even says that there is no real distinction between ethics and politics 
and that the proper end of ethics is politics.) Virtue, accordingly, is also a social con- 
ception, and most of the virtues Aristotle discusses, for example, justice and courage, 
have much to do with one’s role in society. Happiness in general, therefore, has its so- 
cial dimensions. For example, Aristotle argues that both respect and honor are ingredi- 
ents in the good life. For Aristotle, the happy person, the virtuous person, is mainly a 
good citizen, It is necessary to add, however, that the only people who could qualify for 
Aristotle’s good life were Greek citizens, which meant that women, children, slaves, 
and anyone who did not have the good fortune to be born Greek did not even have a 
chance at being happy, in Aristotle’s sense."! i ; 

Not only does happiness have a social dimension and not only are the virtues socially 
defined, but the good life, according to Aristotle, must be taught us by society. Accord- 
ingly, Aristotle talks a great deal about the need for “good education,” and he goes so far 
as to say that if a person has not been brought up “properly,” then no amount of philoso- 
phy will be able to make him either virtuous or happy. He also says that young people, 
because they are “inexperienced in the actions of life” and are “so ruled by their passions, 
should not try to learn moral philosophy, which depends upon maturity and rationality. 
On this point, however, we will ignore Aristotle’s warnings. For we have seen that grow- 
ing older and more “mature” is certainly no guarantee of wisdom, and the passions of 
youth are sometimes more virtuous than the “rationality” of established maturity. 


totle’s special notion of happiness; it is not at all like our con- 
udaimonia) means more like “living well.” and it includes such 
acts as well as good feelings. No matter how good you feel 
1 of the time—you would not be happy in Aristotle's 


''t is necessary to say something about Aris 
ception of “feeling happy.” Aristotle's term (e! 
matters as one’s status in society and virtuous 
about yourself—even if you are in a state of ecstasy al 
Sense unless you had these other advantages and acted virtuously as well. 
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We have already seen Aristotle’s beginning: Every act has its goal (or “good”), and 
ultimately there is a goal (or “chief good”) toward which all human acts aim, and that is 
generally called happiness (eudaimonia). But, Aristotle adds, this is not much help, for 
people give very different accounts of what they take to be the ingredients in happiness. 
Some say that it is pleasure, others say it is wealth or honor. We have seen Aristotle’s ar- 
guments against these views and his conclusion that happiness must be “activity in ac- 
cordance with rational principle,” and that means, virtuous activity. The key to 
Aristotle’s ethics, then, lies in his concept of virtue. 


+ What does Aristotle mean by happiness? How does this con- 
ception differ from the way in which we normally think of 
happiness? 


Aristotle distinguishes two kinds of virtues, the practical or moral virtues (courage, 
generosity, and so on) and the intellectual virtues (skill at mathematics and philosophy). 
Although Aristotle thinks the highest virtue is the intellectual virtue of philosophic con- 
templation, most of his discussion of virtue centers on the moral virtues. We will now 
take a closer look at how moral virtues are acquired, what Aristotle means by a moral 
virtue, and what the moral virtues are. 


Excellence, then, being of these two kinds, intellectual and moral, intellectual ex- 
cellence owes its birth and growth mainly to instruction, and so requires time and 
experience, while moral excellence is the result of habit or custom and has accord- 
ingly in our language received a name formed by a slight change from the word for 
custom. From this it is plain that none of the moral excellences or virtues is im- 
planted in us by nature; for that which is by nature cannot be altered by training. 
For instance, a stone naturally tends to fall downwards, and you could not train it to 
rise upwards, though you tried to do so by throwing it up ten thousand times, nor 
could you train fire to move downwards, nor accustom anything which naturally be- 
haves in one way to behave in any other way. The virtues, then, come neither by na- 
ture nor against nature, but nature gives the capacity for acquiring them, and this is 
developed by training. 

Again, where we do things by nature we get the power first, and put this power 
forth in act afterwards: as we plainly see in the case of the Senses; for it is not by 
constantly seeing and hearing that we acquire those faculties, but, on the contrary, 
we had the power first and then used it, instead of acquiring the power by the use, 
But the virtues we acquire by doing the acts, as is the case with the arts too. We 
learn an art by doing that which we wish to do when we have learned it; we 
become builders by building, and harpers by harping. And so by doing just acts we 
become just, and by doing acts of temperance and courage we become temperate 
and courageous. 

eee 

Again, both the moral virtues and the corresponding vices result from and are 
formed by the same acts; and this is the case with the arts also. It is by harping that 
good harpers and bad harpers alike are produced: and so with builders and the rest; 
by building well they will become good builders, and bad builders by building i 
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badly. Indeed, if it were not so, they would not want anybody to teach them, but 
would all be born either good or bad at their trades. And it is just the same with the 
virtues also. It is by our conduct in our intercourse with other men that we become 
just or unjust, and by acting in circumstances of danger, and training ourselves to 
feel fear or confidence, that we become courageous or cowardly. So, too, with our 
animal appetites and the passion of anger; for by behaving in this way or in that on 
the occasions with which these passions are concerned, some become temperate 
and gentle, and others profligate and ill-tempered. In a word, acts of any kind pro- 
duce habits or characters of the same kind. Hence we ought to make sure that our 
acts be of a certain kind; for the resulting character varies as they vary. It makes no 
small difference, therefore, whether a man be trained from his youth up in this way 
or in that, but a great difference, or rather all the difference. 


Aristotle’s point here is not just that the virtues are acquired by practice; he is also 
arguing that virtue is a state of character. The virtuous person wants to do virtuous acts 
and he does them “naturally.” We sometimes think that we are moral just because we 
believe in moral principles. But believing isn’t enough, virtuous action is required. But 
not even virtuous action by itself is enough to make us virtuous. We sometimes think a 
person is virtuous because he “forces himself” to do what he is supposed to. Not ac- 
cording to Aristotle. The virtuous person is one who does what he is supposed to do be- 
cause he wants to, because it is built into his very character. It is even essential, 
according to Aristotle, that the virtuous man enjoys being virtuous: 


And, further, the life of these men is in itself pleasant. For pleasure is an affection 
of the soul, and each man takes pleasure in that which he is said to love,—he who 
loves horses in horses, he who loves sight-seeing in sight-seeing, and in the same 
way he who loves justice in acts of justice, and generally the lover of excellence or 
virtue in virtuous acts or the manifestation of excellence. And while with most men 
there is a perpetual conflict between the several things in which they find pleasure, 
since these are not naturally pleasant, those who love what is noble take pleasure in 
that which is naturally pleasant. For the manifestations of excellence are naturally 
pleasant, so that they are both pleasant to them and pleasant in themselves. Their 
life, then, does not need pleasure to be added to it as an appendage, but contains 


pleasure in itself. 


Here Aristotle gives us perhaps his most famous doctrine, the idea that virtues are 
“means between the extremes.” This is often misinterpreted, however, to read, “every- 
thing in moderation.” In a way, what Aristotle teaches is very different from this; he tells 
us that we can't do too much of a good thing, that is, if it is a virtue. One can’t be too 
courageous (as opposed to being rash or cowardly), or too just. What he intends by “the 
means between the extremes” is this: 


By the absolute mean, or mean relatively to the thing itself, I understand that which 
is equidistant from both extremes, and this is one and the same for all. By the mean 
relatively to us I understand that which is neither too much nor too little for us; and 
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this is not one and the same for all. For instance, if ten be too large and two too 
small, six is the mean relatively to the thing itself: for it exceeds one extreme by the 
same amount by which it is exceeded by the other extreme: and this is the mean in 
arithmetical proportion. But the mean relatively to us cannot be found in this way. 
If ten pounds of food is too much for a given man to eat, and two pounds too little, 
it does not follow that the trainer will order him six pounds: for that also may per- 
haps be too much for the man in question, or too little; too little for Milo, too much 
for the beginner. The same holds true in running and wrestling. And so we may say 
generally that a master in any art avoids what is too much and what is too little, and 
seeks for the mean and chooses it—not the absolute but the relative mean. 

If, then, every art or science perfects its work in this way, looking to the mean 
and bringing its work up to this standard (so that people are wont to say of a good 
work that nothing could be taken from it or added to it, implying that excellence is 
destroyed by excess or deficiency, but secured by observing the mean; and good 
artists, as we say, do in fact keep their eyes fixed on this in all that they do), and if 
virtue, like nature, is more exact and better than any art, it follows that virtue also 
must aim at the mean—virtue of course meaning moral virtue or excellence; for it 
has to do with passions and actions, and it is these that admit of excess and 
deficiency and the mean. For instance, it is possible to feel fear, confidence, desire, 
anger, pity, and generally to be affected pleasantly and painfully, either too much or 


Virtue, then, has to 
deal with feelings 
or passions and 
with outward acts, 
in which excess 

is wrong and 
deficiency also 

is blamed, but 

the mean amount 
is praised, and 

is right—both of 
which are charac- 
teristics of virtue. 
Virtue, then, is a 
kind of moderation 
inasmuch as it 
aims at the mean. 


too little, in either case wrongly; but to be thus affected at the right times, and on 


the right occasions, and towards the right persons, and 
with the right object, and in the right fashion, is the 
mean course and the best course, and these are charac- 
teristics of virtue. And in the same way our outward 
acts also admit of excess and deficiency, and the mean 
or due amount. Virtue, then, has to deal with feelings 
or passions and with outward acts, in which excess is 
wrong and deficiency also is blamed, but the mean 
amount is praised, and is right—both of which are 
characteristics of virtue. Virtue, then, is a kind of mod- 
eration inasmuch as it aims at the mean. 

Again, there are many ways of going wrong (for 
evil is infinite in nature, to use a Pythagorean figure 
while good is finite), but only one way of going right; 
so that the one is easy and the other hard—easy to Í 
miss the mark and hard to hit. On this account also, 
then, excess and deficiency are characteris á 
hitting the mean is characteristic of virtue, 

+.. 

Virtue, then, is a habit or trained faculty of choice 
the characteristic of which lies in moderation or obser- 
vance of the mean relatively to the persons concerned 
as determined by reason, i.e. by the reason by which i 
the prudent man would determine it. And it is a moder- 


tic of vice, 
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ation, firstly, inasmuch as it comes in the middle or mean between two vices, one 
on the side of excess, the other on the side of defect; and, secondly, inasmuch as, 
while these vices fall short of or exceed the due measure in feeling and in action, it 
finds and chooses the mean, middling, or moderate amount. Regarded in its 
essence, therefore, or according to the definition of its nature, virtue is a moderation 
or middle state, but viewed in its relation to what is best and right it is the extreme 
of perfection. 

But it is not all actions nor all passions that admit of moderation; there are some 
whose very names imply badness, or malevolence, shamelessness, envy, and, 
among acts, adultery, theft, murder. These and all other like things are blamed as 
being bad in themselves, and not merely in their excess or deficiency. It is impossi- 
ble therefore to go right in them; they are always wrong: rightness and wrongness 
in such things (e.g. in adultery) does not depend upon whether it is the right person 
and occasion and manner, but the mere doing of any one of them is wrong. It would 
be equally absurd to look for moderation or excess or deficiency in unjust cowardly 
or profligate conduct; for then there would be moderation in excess or deficiency, 
and excess in excess, and deficiency in deficiency. The fact is that just as there can 
be no excess or deficiency in temperance or courage because the mean or moderate 
amount is, in a sense, an extreme, so in these kinds of conduct also there can be no 
moderation or excess or deficiency, but the acts are wrong however they be done. 
For, to put it generally, there cannot be moderation in excess or deficiency, nor ex- 
cess or deficiency in moderation. 


We see that Aristotle defines “moral virtue” as a mean both in feeling and action. 
Thus courage is a virtue because the courageous man feels neither too little nor too 
much fear, His fear is appropriate to the dangerousness of his situation. Because the 
courageous person feels the right amount of fear, he acts in the right way, neither plung- 
ing rashly into danger nor fleeing from it in terror. Now, finally, Aristotle gives us his 
examples of virtue: 


Moderation in the feelings of fear and confidence is courage: of those that exceed, 
he that exceeds in fearlessness has no name (as often happens), but he that exceeds 
in confidence is foolhardy, while he that exceeds in fear, but is deficient in 
confidence, is cowardly. Moderation in respect of certain pleasures and also (though 
to a less extent) certain pains in temperance, while excess is profligacy. But defec- 
tiveness in the matter of these pleasures is hardly ever found, and so this sort of 
people also have as yet received no name: let us put them down as “void of sensibil- 
ity.” In the matter of giving and taking money, moderation is liberality, excess and 
deficiency are prodigality and illiberality. But both vices exceed and fall short in 
giving and taking in contrary ways: the prodigal exceeds in spending, but falls short 
in taking; while the illiberal man exceeds in taking, but falls short in spending. .. . 
But, besides these, there are other dispositions in the matter of money: there is a 
moderation which is called magnificence (for the magnificent is not the same as 

the liberal man: the former deals with large sums, the latter with small), and an 
excess which is called bad taste or vulgarity, and a deficiency which is called 
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meanness. . . . With respect to honour and disgrace, there is a moderation which is 
pride, an excess which may be called vanity, and a deficiency which is humility. 

But just as we said that liberality is related to magnificence, differing only in that 
it deals with small sums, so here there is a virtue related to high-mindedness, and 
differing only in that it is concerned with small instead of great honours. A man 
may have a due desire for honour, and also more or less than a due desire: he that 
carries this desire to excess is called ambitious, he that has not enough of it is called 
unambitious, but he that has the due amount has no name. . . . In the matter of anger 
also we find excess and deficiency and moderation. The characters themselves 
hardly have recognized names, but as the moderate man is here called gentle, we 
will call his character gentleness; of those who go into extremes, we may take the 
term wrathful for him who exceeds, with wrathfulness for the vice, and wrathless 
for him who is deficient, with wrathlessness for his character. 

ooo 

In the matter of truth, then, let us call him who observes the mean a true [or 
truthful] person, and observance of the mean truth [or truthfulness]: pretence, when 
it exaggerates, may be called boasting, and the person a boaster; when it under- 
states, let the names be irony and ironical. With regard to pleasantness in amuse- 
ment, he who observes the mean may be called witty, and his character wittiness; 
excess may be called buffoonery, and the man a buffoon; while boorish may stand 
for the person who is deficient, and boorishness for his character. With regard to 
pleasantness in the other affairs of life, he who makes himself properly pleasant 
may be called friendly, and his moderation friendliness; he that exceeds may be 
called obsequious if he have no ulterior motive, but a flatterer if he has an eye to his 
own advantage; he that is deficient in this respect, and always makes himself dis- 
agreeable, may be called a quarrelsome or peevish fellow. 

Moreover, in mere emotions and in our conduct with regard to them, there are 
ways of observing the mean; for instance, shame is not a virtue, but yet the modest 
man is praised. For in these matters also we speak of this man as observing the 
mean, of that man as going beyond it (as the shamefaced man whom the least thing 
makes shy), while he who is deficient in the feeling, or lacks it altogether, is called 
shameless; but the term modest is applied to him who observes the mean. Right- 
eous indignation, again, hits the mean between envy and malevolence, These have 
to do with feelings of pleasure and pain at what happens to our neighbours. A man 
is called righteously indignant when he feels pain at the sight of undeserved pros- 
perity, but your envious man goes beyond him and is pained by the sight of any one 
in prosperity, while the malevolent man is so far from being pained that he 


‘ i -m actuall 
exults in the misfortunes of his neighbours. y 


It is worth making a short list of Aristotle’s moral virtues. Many of them are our own 
virtues also, but some of them are far more appropriate to an aristocratic, warrior soci- 
ety than they are to our own. To illustrate Aristotle’s idea that virtues are the means be- 
tween the extremes, I have included “the extremes” in parentheses for contrast: 


Courage, particularly courage in battle (extremes: cowardice, rashness) What 
motivates courage, Aristotle tells us, is a sense of honor, not fear of punishment nor 
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desire for reward, nor merely a sense of duty. The courageous man is afraid, he 
adds, because without fear there would be no courage. The man who feels no fear 
in the face of danger is rather rash. 


Temperance, particularly concerning bodily pleasures, such as sex, food, and 
drinking (extremes: self-indulgence or piggishness, insensitivity). Notice that 
Aristotle does not say, along with many modern moralists, that pleasures are either 
“bad” or unimportant; in fact, he attacks the man who does not enjoy sex, food, and 
drinking as much as he attacks the man who overindulges himself. He says that 
such people “are not even human.” 


Liberality, we would say, charity (extremes: prodigality or waste, meanness or 
stinginess). Itis worth noting that Aristotle ridicules the man who gives more than 
he can afford to charity as much as he chastizes the man who will not give at all. 


Magnificence, in other words, how extravagantly you live (extremes: vulgarity, 
miserliness). Aristotle says that one ought to live “like an artist” and spend lavishly. 
(There is little of the ascetic in Aristotle.) 


Pride (extremes: humility, vanity). It is worth noting that pride is one of the seven 
deadly sins in Christian morality while humility is a virtue. In Aristotle's ethics, this 
is reversed. 


Good temper (extremes: irascibility or bad temper, being too easygoing). It is 
important to get angry, according to Aristotle, about the right things, but not too 
much (which “makes a person impossible to live with”). 


Friendliness (extremes: obsequiousness, churlishness). Friendship, for Aristotle, is 
one of the most important ingredients in the good life, and being friendly, therefore, 
is an extremely important virtue. But Aristotle does not say that we should be 
friendly to everyone; the person who is indiscriminately friendly toward everyone is 
not worth being a friend with at all. 

Truthfulness (extremes: lying, boasting). Especially telling the truth about oneself. 
Wittiness (extremes: buffoonery, boorishness). We think of wittiness as a personal 
asset, but rarely as a virtue. Aristotle thinks that people who are incapable of telling 
a joke or who tell bad jokes are actually inferior, Fun is an important ingredient in 
Greek virtuousness. 

Shame. Aristotle calls this a “quasi-virtue” (extreme: shamelessness). We all make 
mistakes and it is a sign of virtue, according to Aristotle, that the good man feels 


shame when he does them. Shamelessness is a sign of wickedness. Aristotle does 
not even talk of the other extreme, which he did not consider a problem. (We 


certainly would. We call it excessive guilt.) 
Justice, the cardinal virtue of the Greeks. The need for lawful and fair (which does 


not mean equal) treatment of other men. (The sense in which justice is a mean 
between extremes is too complex to discuss here. Aristotle spends a full chapter 


explaining it.) 
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Finally, Aristotle gives us his view of the good life for humankind; it is the life of ac- 
tivity in accordance with virtue, but it is also, ideally, a life of intellectual activity, or 
what he calls “the life of contemplation.” In other words, the happiest person is the 
philosopher: 


We said that happiness is not a habit or trained faculty. If it were, it would be within 
the reach of a man who slept all his days and lived the life of a vegetable, or of a 
man who met with the greatest misfortunes. As we cannot accept this conclusion, 
we must place happiness in some exercise of faculty, as we said before. But as the 
exercises of faculty are sometimes necessary (i.e. desirable for the sake of some- 
thing else), sometimes desirable in themselves, it is evident that happiness must be 
placed among those that are desirable in themselves, and not among those that are 
desirable for the sake of something else: for happiness lacks nothing; it is sufficient 
in itself. 

Now, the exercise of faculty is desirable in itself when nothing is expected from 
it beyond itself. Of this nature are held to be (1) the manifestations of excellence; 
for to do what is noble and excellent must be counted desirable for itself: and (2) 
those amusements which please are more apt to be injured than to be benefited by 
them, through neglect of their health and fortunes. Now, most of those whom men 
call happy have recourse to pastimes of this sort. And on this account those who 
show a ready wit in such pastimes find favour with tyrants; for they make them- 
selves pleasant in that which the tyrant wants, and what he wants is pastime. These 
amusements, then, are generally thought to be elements of happiness, because 
princes employ their leisure in them. But such persons, we may venture to say, are 
no criterion. For princely rank does not imply the possession of virtue or of reason, 
which are the sources of all excellent exercise of faculty. And if these men, never 
having tasted pure and refined pleasure, have recourse to the pleasures of the body, 
we should not on that account think these more desirable; for children also fancy 
that the things which they value are better than anything else. It is only natural, 
then, that as children differ from men in their estimate of what is valuable, so bad 
men should differ from good. 

As we have often said, therefore, that is truly valuable and pleasant which is so 
to the perfect man. Now, the exercise of those trained faculties which are proper to 
him is what each man finds most desirable; what the perfect man finds most desir- 
able, therefore, is the exercise of virtue. Happiness, therefore, does not consist in 
amusement; and indeed it is absurd to suppose that the end is amusement, and that 
we toil and moil all our life long for the sake of amusing ourselves. We may say 
that we choose everything for the sake of something else, excepting only happiness; 
for it is the end. But to be serious and to labour for the sake of amusement seems j 
silly and utterly childish; while to amuse ourselves in order that we may be serious 
as Anacharsis says, seems to be right; for amusement is a sort of recreation, and aa 
need recreation because we are unable to work continuously. Recreation then, can- 
not be the end; for it is taken as a means to the exercise of our faculties, 

Again, the happy life is thought to be that which exhibits virtue; and such a life 
must be serious and cannot consist in amusement. Again, it is held that things of se- 


D. MORALITY AS VIRTUE: ARISTOTLE 537 


rious importance are better than laughable and amusing things, and that the better 
the organ or the man, the most important is the function; but we have already said 
that the function or exercise of that which is better is higher and more conducive to 
happiness. Again, the enjoyment of bodily pleasures is within the reach of anybody, 
of a slave no less than the best of men; but no one supposes that a slave can partici- 
pate in happiness, seeing that he cannot participate in the proper life of man. For in- 
deed happiness does not consist in pastimes of this sort, but in the exercise of 
virtue, as we have already said. 

But if happiness be the exercise of virtue, it is reasonable to suppose that it will 
be the exercise of the highest virtue; and that will be the virtue or excellence of the 
best part of us. Now, that part or faculty—call it reason or what you will—which 
seems naturally to rule and take the lead, and to apprehend things noble and di- 
vine—whether it be itself divine, or only the divinest part of us—is the faculty the 
exercise of which, in its proper excellence, will be perfect happiness. . . . this con- 
sists in speculation or theorizing. 

This conclusion would seem to agree both with what we have said above, and 
with known truths. This exercise of faculty must be the highest possible; for the 
reason is the highest of our faculties and of all knowable things those that reason 
deals with are the highest. Again, it is the most continuous; for speculation can be 
carried on more continuously than any kind of action whatsoever. We think too that 
pleasure ought to be one of the ingredients of happiness; but of all virtuous exer- 
cises it is allowed that the pleasantest is the exercise of wisdom. At least philosophy 
is thought to have pleasures that are admirable in purity and steadfastness; and it is 
reasonable to suppose that the time passes more pleasantly with those who possess, 
than with those who are seeking knowledge. Again, what is called self-sufficiency 
will be most of all found in the speculative life. The necessaries of life, indeed, are 
needed by the wise man as well as by the just man and the rest; but, when these 
have been provided in due quantity, the just man further needs persons towards 
whom, and along with whom, he may act justly; and so does the temperate and the 
courageous man and the rest; while the wise man is able to speculate even by him- 
self, and the wiser he is the more is he able to do this. He could speculate better, we 
may confess, if he had others to help him, but nevertheless he is more self-sufficient 
than anybody else. Again, it would seem that this life alone is desired solely for its 
own sake; for it yields no result beyond the contemplation, but from the practical 
activities we get something more or less besides action. 

ee 

[It] follows that the exercise of reason will be the complete happiness of man, 
i.e. when a complete term of days is added; for nothing incomplete can be admitted 
into our idea of happiness. But a life which realized this idea would be something 
more than human: for it would not be the expression of man’s nature, but of some 
divine element in that nature—the exercise of which is as far superior to the exer- 
cise of the other kind of virtue, as this divine element is superior to our compound 
human nature. If then reason be divine as compared with man, the life which con- 
sists in the exercise of reason will also be divine in comparison with human life. 
Nevertheless, instead of listening to those who advise us as men and mortals not to 
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Since... it is the 
reason that in the 
truest sense is 
the man, the life 
that consists in 


lift our thoughts above what is human and mortal, we 
ought rather, as far as possible, to put off our mortality 
and make every effort to live in the exercise of the 
highest of our faculties; for though it be but a small 
part of us, yet in power and value it far surpasses all 
the rest. And indeed this part would even seem to con- 


A stitute our true self, since it is the sovereign and the 
the exercise of better part. It would be strange, then, if a man were to 
the reason is the prefer the life of something else to the life of his true 

self. Again, we may apply here what we said above— 
best and p leas for every being that is best and pleasantest which is 
antest for man— naturally proper to it. Since, then, it is the reason that 
and the refo re in the truest sense is the man, the life that consists in 

> the exercise of the reason is the best and pleasantest for 
the hap, piest. man—and therefore the happiest. 


But it must not be thought that Aristotle’s ideal philosopher does nothing but con- 
template. He may also enjoy pleasure, wealth, honor, success, and power. As a man 
among men, he is also virtuous and chooses to act virtuously like all good men. But in 
addition, he has an understanding and an appreciation of reason that makes him “dear- 
est to the Gods and presumably the happiest among men.” This is surely a flattering por- 
trait of the place of the philosopher! But if we ignore this final self-congratulation, we 
can see in Aristotle a powerful conception of morality, with its emphasis on virtue, ex- 
cellence, and a kind of heroism (whether intellectual or moral) that is in some ways very 
different from our own conception of morality and the good life. 


+ What role does society or the community play in Aristotle’s 
ethics? 

+ How does Aristotle define virtue? What does he mean by the 
mean between extremes? What are some examples of the 
virtues? In what sense are they the mean between the ex- 
treme? Can you identify any virtues that do not seem to have 
a corresponding extreme (whether excess or deficiency)? 

+ How does Aristotle characterize human excellence? How 
does this differ from your own conception of the good life? 


E. MORALITY AND SENTIMENT: 
HUME AND ROUSSEAU 


Morality for Aristotle depended upon rules embedded and learned in a particular soci- 
ety, an elite society of the privileged males of the Greek aristocracy, Modern concep- 
tions of morality, on the other hand, are usually thought to be universal, that is, not 
restricted to a particular society or a particular elite. It applies to women, men, oor 
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people, rich people, adults, and children, even if they are only a few years old. At the 
same time, however, most modern conceptions of morality minimize Aristotle’s empha- 
sis on society and upbringing, preferring to place morals on some individual basis. In 
Kant’s moral philosophy, the key to morality is individual autonomy, the idea that every 
person can find for himself or herself, just through the use of reason, what acts are 
moral and what acts are not. Before Kant, the ruling conception of morality was based 
upon a conception of personal feelings of a special moral kind, a “natural desire” to 
help one’s fellow man. (As in Aristotle, this philosophy insisted that morality had to be 
viewed as a part of nature.) 

It should be clear how this conception of morality has a distinct advantage in recon- 
ciling personal interests and moral principles. Since strong moral feelings are a kind of 
personal interest, one can satisfy his personal feelings and the demands of morality at 
the same time. (Again, this lies in the heart of Bishop Butler’s arguments.) Of course, 
other personal feelings—jealousy, greed, and envy—can act against these moral feel- 
ings. But at least some of our feelings are satisfied by moral action. According to these 
philosophers, such moral feelings can be found in virtually all of us. 

The two most famous philosophers to argue this position are David Hume and the 
French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The key to both of their philosophies is 
the notion of sentiment (“feeling”) and the notion of sympathy (“fellow feeling” or 
feeling pity for other people and taking their interests into account as well as our own). 
Hume says: 


The hypothesis which we embrace is plain. It maintains that morality is determined 
by sentiment. It defines virtue to be whatever mental action or quality gives to a 
spectator the pleasing sentiment of approbation; and vice the contrary. '2 


The central concern in Hume’s moral philosophy distinguishes those who defend 
morality as a function of reason from those who say that it is rather a matter of senti- 
ment and passion. Elsewhere Hume gives us his very strong opinion that “reason is, and 
ought to be, the slave of the passions.” Here is his argument: 


ON “REASON AS SLAVE OF THE PASSIONS” 
BY DAVID HUME!3 


There has been a controversy started of late, much better worth examination, con- 
cerning the general foundation of morals; whether they be derived from reason or 
from sentiment: whether we attain the knowledge of them by a chain of argument 

and induction or by an immediate feeling and finer internal sense; whether, like all 
sound judgment of truth and falsehood, they should be the same to every rational, 

intelligent being, or whether, like the perception of beauty and deformity, they be 

founded entirely on the particular fabric and constitution of the human species. 


"David Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1912. 


“Ibid. 
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The ancient philosophers, though they often affirm that virtue is nothing but con- 
formity to reason, yet, in general, seem to consider morals as deriving their exis- 
tence from taste and sentiment. On the other hand, our modern inquirers, though 
they also talk much of the beauty of virtue and deformity of vice, yet have com- 
monly endeavored to account for these distinctions by metaphysical reasonings and 
by deductions from the most abstract principles of the understanding. Such confu- 
sion reigned in these subjects that an opposition of the greatest consequence could 
prevail between one system and another, and even in the parts of almost each indi- 
vidual system, and yet nobody, till very lately, was ever sensible of it. 

+++ 

It must be acknowledged that both sides of the question are susceptible of spe- 
cious arguments. Moral distinctions, it may be said, are discernible by pure reason; 
else, whence the many disputes that reign in common life, as well as in philosophy 
with regard to this subject, the long chain of proofs often produced on both sides, 
the examples cited, the authorities appealed to, the analogies employed, the falla- 
cies detected, the inferences drawn, and the several conclusions adjusted to their 
proper principles? Truth is disputable, not taste: what exists in the nature of things 
is the standard of our judgment: what each man feels within himself is the standard 
of sentiment. Propositions in geometry may be proved, systems in physics may be 
controverted, but the harmony of verse, the tenderness of passion, the brilliancy of 
wit must give immediate pleasure. No man reasons concerning another’s beauty, 
but frequently concerning the justice or injustice of his actions. In every criminal 
trial, the first object of the prisoner is to disprove the facts alleged and deny the ac- 
tions imputed to him; the second, to prove that, even if these actions were real, they 
might be justified as innocent and lawful. It is confessedly by deductions of the un- 
derstanding that the first point is ascertained; how can we suppose a different fac- 
ulty of the mind is employed in fixing the other? 

On the other hand, those who would resolve all moral determinations into senti- 
ments may endeavor to show that it is impossible for reason ever to draw conclu- 
sions of this nature. To virtue, say they, it belongs to be amiable and vice odious. 
This forms their very nature or essence. But can reason or argumentation distribute 
these different epithets to any subjects and pronounce beforehand that this must 
produce love and that hatred? Or what other reason can we ever assign for these af- 
fections but the original fabric and formation of the human mind, which is nat 
adapted to receive them? 

The end of all moral speculations is to teach us our duty, and, by proper repre- 
sentations of the deformity of vice and beauty of virtue, beget correspondent habits 
and engage us to avoid the one and embrace the other. But is this ever to be ex- 
pected from inferences and conclusions of the understanding, which of themselves 
have no hold of the affections or set in motion the active powers of men? They dis- 
cover truths. But where the truths which they discover are indifferent and beget no 
desire or aversion, they can have no influence on conduct and behavior, What is 
honorable, what is fair, what is becoming, what is noble, what is generous takes 
possession of the heart and animates us to embrace and maintain it. What is intelli- 
gible, what is evident, what is probable, what is true procures only the cool assent 


urally 
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of the understanding and, gratifying a speculative curiosity, puts an end to our re- 
searches. 
oe 

Extinguish all the warm feelings and prepossessions in favor of virtue, and all 
disgust or aversion to vice; render men totally indifferent toward these distinctions, 
and morality is no longer a practical study nor has any tendency to regulate our 
lives and actions. 

These arguments on each side (and many more might be produced) are so plau- 
sible that I am apt to suspect they may, the one as well as the other, be solid and sat- 
isfactory and that reason and sentiment concur in almost all moral determinations 
and conclusions. The final sentence, it is probable, which pronounces characters 
and actions amiable or odious, praiseworthy or blamable; that which stamps on 
them the mark of honor or infamy, approbation or censure; that which renders 
morality an active principle and constitutes virtue our happiness, and vice our mis- 
ery—it is probable, I say, that this final sentence depends on some internal sense of 
feeling which nature has made universal in the whole species. 


It is worth noting here that Hume’s moral philosophy, like his philosophy of knowledge, 
is strictly empiricist: 


Men are now cured of their passion for hypotheses and systems in natural philoso- 
phy and will hearken to no arguments but those which are derived from experience. 
It is full time they should attempt a like reformation in all moral disquisitions and 
reject every system of ethics, however subtle or ingenious, which is not founded on 


fact and observation. 


Reason, Hume argues, may be of use in deciding how we can get what we want, but it 
is incapable of ever telling us what we ultimately want. Notice the familiar argument 
against an infinite regress; notice also Hume’s sharp distinction between reason (which 
is concerned with knowledge, truth, and falsehood) and taste or sentiment (that judges 
values, which ultimately depend upon pleasure and pain): 


It appears evident that the ultimate ends of human actions can never, in any case, be 
accounted for by reason, but recommend themselves entirely to the sentiments and 
affections of mankind without any dependence on the intellectual faculties. Ask a 
man why he uses exercise; he will answer, because he desires to keep his health. If 
you then inquire why he desires health, he will readily reply, because sickness is ; 
painful. If you push your inquiries further and desire a reason why he hates pain, it 

| is impossible he can ever give any. This is an ultimate end and is never referred to 

| any other object. 

Perhaps to your second question, why he desires health, he may also reply that it 

| is necessary for the exercise of his calling. If you ask why he is anxious on that 

| head, he will answer, because he desires to get money. If you demand, why? It is 
the instrument of pleasure, says he. And beyond this, it is an absurdity to ask fora 
reason. It is impossible there can be a progress in infinitum and that one thing can 
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always be a reason why another is desired. Something must be desirable on its own 
account and because of its immediate accord or agreement with human sentiment 
and affection. 
Now, as virtue is an end and is desirable on its own 
The distinct account, without fee or reward, merely for the immedi- 
ate satisfaction which it conveys, it is requisite that 


boundaries and there should be some sentiment which it touches— 


offices of reason some internal taste or feeling, or whatever you please 
and of taste are to call it, which distinguishes moral good and evil and 
š ; which embraces the one and rejects the other. 
easily ascertained. Thus, the distinct boundaries and offices of reason 
The former con- and of taste are easily ascertained. The former conveys 
veys the knowledge| the knowledge of truth and falsehood; the latter gives 
d f truth and fa Ise- the sentiment of beauty and deformity, vice and virtue. 
The one discovers objects as they really stand in na- 
hood; the latter ture, without addition or diminution; the other has a 


give S the sentiment | productive faculty; and gliding or straining all natural 
objects with the colors borrowed from internal senti- 


of beauty and ment, raises, in a manner, a new creation. Reason, be- 
deformity, vice ing cool and disengaged, is no motive to action and 
and virtue. directs only the impulse received from appetite or in- 


clination by showing us the means of attaining happi- 
hess or avoiding misery. Taste, as it gives pleasure or pain, and thereby constitutes 
happiness or misery, becomes a motive to action and is the first spring or impulse to 
desire and volition. From circumstances and relations, known or supposed, the for- 
mer leads us to the discovery of the concealed and unknown. After all circum- 
stances and relations are laid before us, the latter makes us feel from the whole a 
new sentiment of blame or approbation. 


Elsewhere Hume argues a razor-sharp distinction between facts and values. He ar- 
gues with characteristic conciseness that “it is impossible to derive an ‘ought’ from an 
‘isy ” that is, any notions of value or what we ought to do cannot be derived from any 
statements of fact. One can know, as a matter of fact, that pushing this button will kill a 
thousand innocent children, but from that fact alone, it does not follow that I ought not 
push the button. What I ought to do—or ought not to do—depends on something that is 
not a matter of fact or reason at all, my moral feelings or sentiments. Without these sen- 
timents, no action is either moral or immoral, praiseworthy or blameworthy, or of any 
value whatever. Accordingly, in one of his most shocking statements Hume Says that it 
would not be irrational for him to prefer the death of half the world to the pricking of his 
little finger. This is not to say that he would prefer this, but there is nothing in reason to 
forbid it. Values are a matter of sentiment, not of reason. 

A similar theory of sentiment is defended by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Although he is 
often characterized as the first great “Romantic,” it is worth noting that Rousseau is not 
nearly so antagonistic to reason as his reputation suggests. Sentiment, by his theory, is 
tied to a kind of “natural reason.” The key to his theory, therefore, is the concept of con- 
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science, a powerful kind of moral feeling that has its own kind of divine reason. As in 
Hume, detached reason offers us no guidance. Notice that he too reconciles “self-love” 
and “moral goodness” as ultimately having the same goals: 


FROM EMILE 
BY JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU!4 


Let us lay it down as an incontrovertible rule that the first impulses of nature are 
always right; there is no original sin in the human heart, the how and why of the 
entrance of every vice can be traced. The only natural passion is self-love or selfish- 
ness taken in a wider sense. This selfishness is good in itself and in relation to our- 
selves; and as the child has no necessary relations to other people he is naturally 
indifferent to them; his self-love only becomes good or bad by the use made of it 
and the relations established by its means. Until the time is ripe for the appearance 
of reason, that guide of selfishness, the main thing is that the child shall do nothing 
because you are watching him or listening to him; in a word, nothing because of 
other people, but only what nature asks of him; then he will never do wrong. 

I do not mean to say that he will never do any mischief, never hurt himself, 
never break a costly ornament if you leave it within his reach. He might do much 
damage without doing wrong, since wrong-doing depends on the harmful intention 
which will never be his. If once he meant to do harm, his whole education would be 
ruined; he would be almost hopelessly bad. 

eee 

The morality of our actions consists entirely in the judgments we ourselves form 
with regard to them. If good is good, it must be good in the depth of our heart as 
well as in our actions; and the first reward of justice is the consciousness that we 
are acting justly. If moral goodness is in accordance with our nature, man can only 
be healthy in mind and body when he is good. If it is not so, and if man is by nature 
evil, he cannot cease to be evil without corrupting his nature, and goodness in him 
is a crime against nature. If he is made to do harm to his fellow-creatures, as the 
wolf is made to devour his prey, a humane man would be as depraved a creature as 
a pitiful wolf; and virtue alone would cause remorse. 

My young friend, let us look within, let us set aside all personal prejudices and 
see whither our inclinations lead us. Do we take more pleasure in the sight of the 
sufferings of others or their joys? Is it pleasanter to do a kind action or an unkind 
action, and which leaves the more delightful memory behind it? Why do you enjoy 
the theatre? Do you delight in the crimes you behold? Do you weep over the pun- 
ishment which overtakes the criminal? They say we are indifferent to everything 
but self-interest; yet we find our consolation in our sufferings in the charms of 
friendship and humanity, and even in our pleasures we should be too lonely and 
miserable if we had no one to share them with us. If there is no such thing as moral- 
ity in man’s heart, what is the source of his rapturous admiration of noble deeds, his 


Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, trans. Barbara Foxley, New York: E. P. Dutton, 1968. 
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passionate devotion to great men? What connection is there between self-interest 
and this enthusiasm for virtue? 
oe 

Take from our hearts this love of what is noble and you rob us of the joy of life. 
The mean-spirited man in whom these delicious feelings have been stifled among 
vile passions, who by thinking of no one but himself comes at last to love no one 
but himself, this man feels no raptures, his cold heart no longer throbs with joy, and 
his eyes no longer fill with the sweet tears of sympathy, he delights in nothing; the 
wretch has neither life nor feeling, he is already dead. 

There are many bad men in this world, but there are few of these dead souls, 
alive only to self-interest, and insensible to all that is right and good. We only de- 
light in injustice so long as it is to our own advantage; in every other case we wish 
the innocent to be protected. If we see some act of violence or injustice in town or 
country, our hearts are at once stirred to their depths by an instinctive anger and 
wrath, which bids us go to the help of the oppressed; but we are restrained bya 
stronger duty, and the law deprives us of our right to protect the innocent. On the 
other hand, if some deed of mercy or generosity meets our eye, what reverence and 
love does it inspire! Do we not say to ourselves, “I should like to have done that 
myself”? What does it matter to us that two thousand years ago a man was just or 
unjust? and yet we take the same interest in ancient history as if it happened yester- 
day. What are the crimes of Cataline to me? I shall not be his victim. Why then 
have I the same horror of his crimes as if he were living now? We do not hate the 
wicked merely because of the harm they do to ourselves, but because they are 
wicked. Not only do we wish to be happy ourselves, we wish others to be happy 
too, and if this happiness does not interfere with our own happiness, it increases it. 
In conclusion, whether we will or not, we pity the unfortunate; when we see their 
suffering we suffer too. Even the most depraved are not wholly without this in- 
stinct, and it often leads them to self-contradiction. The highwayman who robs the 
traveller, clothes the nakedness of the poor; the fiercest murderer supports a fainting 
man. 

Men speak of the voice of remorse, the secret punishment of hidden crimes, by 
which such are often brought to light. Alas! who does not know its unwelcome 
voice? We speak from experience and we would gladly stifle this imperious feeling 
which causes us such agony. Let us obey the call of nature; we shall see that her 
yoke is easy and that when we give heed to her voice we find a joy in the answer of 
a good conscience. The wicked fears and flees from her; he delights to escape from 
himself; his anxious eyes look around him for some object of diversion; without 
bitter satire and rude mockery he would always be sorrowful; the scornful laugh is 
his one pleasure. Not so the just man, who finds his peace within himself; there is 
joy not malice in his laughter, a joy which springs from his own heart; he is as 
cheerful alone as in company, his satisfaction does not depend on those who ap- 
proach him; it includes them. 

eee 

It is no part of my scheme to enter at present into metaphysical discussions 

which neither you nor I can understand, discussions which really lead nowhere, I 
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have told you already that I do not wish to philosophise with you, but to help you to 
consult your own heart. If all the philosophers in the world should prove that I am 
wrong, and you feel that I am right, that is all I ask. 

For this purpose it is enough to lead you to distinguish between our acquired 
ideas and our natural feelings; for feeling precedes knowledge; and since we do not 
learn to seek what is good for us and avoid what is bad for us, but get this desire 
from nature, in the same way the love of good and the hatred of evil are as natural 
to us as our self-love. The decrees of conscience are not judgments but feelings. Al- 
though all our ideas come from without, the feelings by which they are weighed are 
within us, and it is by these feelings alone that we perceive fitness or unfitness of 
things in relation to ourselves, which leads us to seek or shun these things. 

To exist is to feel; our feeling is undoubtedly earlier than our intelligence, and 
we had feelings before we had ideas. Whatever may be the cause of our being, it 
has provided for our preservation by giving us feelings suited to our nature; and no 

one can deny that these at least are innate. These feel- 


To know good is ings, so far as the individual is concerned, are self- 


not to love it; this 
knowledge is not 
innate in man; 
but as soon as 

his reason leads 
him to perceive 

it, his conscience 
impels him to love 
it; it is this feeling 
which is innate. 


love, fear, pain, the dread of death, the desire for 
comfort. Again, if, as it is impossible to doubt, man is 
by nature sociable, or at least fitted to become sociable, 
he can only be so by means of other innate feelings, 
relative to his kind; for if only physical well-being 
were considered, men would certainly be scattered 
rather than brought together. But the motive power of 
conscience is derived from the moral system formed 
through this twofold relation to himself and to his 
fellow-men. To know good is not to love it; this knowl- 
edge is not innate in man; but as soon as his reason 
leads him to perceive it, his conscience impels him to 
love it; it is this feeling which is innate. 

So I do not think, my young friend, that it is impos- 


sible to explain the immediate force of conscience as a result of our own nature, in- 
dependent of reason itself. And even should it be impossible, it is necessary; for 
those who deny this principle, admitted and received by everybody else in the 


world, do not prove that there is no such thing; they are content to affirm, and when 
we affirm its existence we have quite as good grounds as they, while we have more- 
over the witness within us, the voice of conscience, which speaks on its own behalf. 
If the first beams of judgment dazzle us and confuse the objects we behold, let us 
wait till our feeble sight grows clear and strong, and in the light of reason we shall 
soon behold these very objects as nature has already showed them to us. Or rather 
let us be simpler and less pretentious; let us be content with the first feelings we ex- 
perience in ourselves, since science always brings us back to these, unless it has led 
us astray. 

Conscience! Conscience! Divine instinct, immortal voice from heaven; sure 
guide for a creature ignorant and finite indeed; yet intelligent and free; infallible 
judge of good and evil, making man like to God! In these consists the excellence of 
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man’s nature and the morality of his actions; apart from thee, I find nothing in my- 

| self to raise me above the beasts—nothing but the sad privilege of wandering from 
one error to another, by the help of an unbridled understanding and a reason which 
knows no principle. 


But, as we pointed out before, there is a problem with this notion of conscience and 
with all appeals of morality to personal feeling. What if different people disagree? 
Whose conscience or whose feelings should we accept? And even if we find ourselves 
in agreement, how do we know that our consciences or feelings are right? It is with 
these questions in mind that we turn to the moral philosophy of Kant. 


+ How can morality be based on natural, human sentiment? 
Does this view seem too “subjective”? How might it be 
made less so? 

+ Why is morality usually thought to be based on reason, ac- 
cording to Hume? What argument does he give to support 
the claim that morality is based on sentiment? How does 
Hume envision the relationship between reason and the pas- 
sions or sentiments? Do you agree? 

+ What does Rousseau mean when he claims that a child will 
never do wrong if left to act according to his nature? How 
could you defend this bold claim? 

+ How is it that for Rousseau, our capacity for morality is a 
natural response? 


F. MORALITY AND 
PRACTICAL REASON: KANT 


Aristotle, Hume, and Rousseau all give feeling an important place in their conceptions 
of morality. For Aristotle, the virtuous man wants to act virtuously and enjoys doing so. 
For Hume and Rousseau, sentiment defines morality. On all such accounts, our concept 
of duty—what we ought to do—is derivative, at least in part, from such feelings and 
from our upbringing. But what if feelings disagree? What if people are brought up to 
value different things? What are we to say of a person who is brought up by criminals to 
value what is wicked and to enjoy cruelty? And what are we to say, most importantly of 
all, in those familiar cases in which a person’s feelings all draw him or her toward per- 
sonal interests but duty calls in the opposite direction? This is the problem that Kant 
considered, and because of it, he rejected all attempts to base morality on feelings of 
any kind. Morality, he argued, must be based solely on reason and reason alone. Its cen- 
tral concept is the concept of duty, and so morality is a matter of deontology (from the 
Greek word dein, or “duty”). 

Hume had restricted the notion of reason to concern with knowledge, truth, and fal- 
sity; Kant replies that reason also has a practical side, one that is capable of telling us 
what to do as well as how to do it. Rousseau had said that morality must be universal, 
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common to all men, even in a presocietal “state of nature”; Kant (who very much ad- 
mired Rousseau) agrees but says that the nature of this universality cannot lie in peo- 
ple’s feelings, which may vary from person to person and society to society, but only in 
reason, which by its very nature must be universal. And Aristotle had insisted that 
morality must be taught within society and that morals were very much a matter of pub- 
lic opinion and practices; but unlike most modern philosophers, Kant insisted on the 
independence of morality from society. What is most important, he argues, is that 
morality be autonomous, a function of individual reason, such that every rational person 
is capable of finding out what is right and what is wrong for himself or herself. Where 
Hume and Rousseau had looked for morality in individual feeling, Kant again insists 
that it must be found through an examination of reason, nothing else. This is the key to 
Kant’s moral philosophy: Morality consists solely of rational principles. 

Since morality is based on reason, according to Kant, it does not depend on particular 
societies or particular circumstances; it does not depend on individual feelings or desires 
(Kant summarizes all such personal feelings, desires, ambitions, impulses, and emotions 
as inclinations). The purpose of moral philosophy, therefore, is to examine our ability to 
reason practically and to determine from this examination the fundamental principles that 
lie at the basis of every morality, for every person, and in every society. In direct contrast 
to Aristotle, Kant begins by saying that what is ultimately good is none of those benefits 
and virtues that make up Greek happiness, but rather what he calls a good will. And a 
good will, in turn, is the will that exercises pure practical reason. 


FROM FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES 
OF THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS 
BY IMMANUEL KANT!5 


Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world, or even out of it, which can be 
called good without qualification, except a good will. Intelligence, wit, judgment, 
and other talents of the mind, however they may be named, or courage, resolution, 
perseverance, as qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly good and desirable in 
many respects; but these gifts of nature may also become extremely bad and mis- 
chievous if the will which is to make use of them, and which, therefore, constitutes 
what is called character, is not good. It is the same with the gifts of. ‘fortune. Power, 
riches, honor, even health, and the general well being and contentment with one’s 
condition which is called happiness, inspire pride and often presumption, if there is 
not a good will to correct the influence of these on the mind, and with this also to 
rectify the whole principle of acting, and adapt it to its end. The sight of a being 
who is not adorned with a single feature of a pure and good will, enjoying unbroken 
prosperity, can never give pleasure to an impartial rational spectator. Thus a good 
will appears to constitute the indispensable condition even of being worthy of 


happiness. 


'SImmanuel Kant, Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. T. K. Abbott, New York: 
Longmans, Green, 1898. 
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The argument behind this opening move is this: It makes no sense to blame or 
praise a person for his or her character or abilities or the consequences of his or her ac- 
tions. Many factors contribute to a person’s circumstances. Whether or not a person is 
wealthy, intelligent, courageous, witty, and so on (Aristotle’s virtues) is often due to his 
or her upbringing and heredity rather than any personal choice. But what we will, that 
is, what we try to do, is wholly within our control. Therefore it is the only thing that is 
ultimately worth moral consideration. Notice that Kant is concerned with questions of 
morality and not questions of the good life in general. What makes us happy is not par- 
ticularly his concern. He is only concerned with what makes a person morally worthy of 
being happy. 


A good will is good not because of what it performs or effects, not by its aptness 
for the attainment of some proposed end, but simply by virtue of the volition—that 
is, it is good in itself, and considered by itself is to be esteemed much higher than 
all that can be brought about by it in favor of any inclination, nay, even of the sum- 
total of all inclinations. Even if it should happen that, owing to special disfavor of 
fortune, or the niggardly provision of a step-motherly nature, this will should 
wholly lack power to accomplish its purpose, if with its greatest efforts it should yet 
achieve nothing, and there should remain only the good will (not, to be sure, a mere 
wish, but the summoning of all means in our power), then, like a jewel, it would 
still shine by its own light, as a thing which has its whole value in itself. Its useful- 
ness or fruitlessness can neither add to nor take away anything from this value. It 
would be, as it were, only the setting to enable us to handle it the more conveniently 
in common commerce, or to attract it to the attention of those who are not yet con- 
noisseurs, but not to recommend it to true connoisseurs, or to determine its value. 

There is, however, something so strange in this idea of the absolute value of the 
mere will, in which no account is taken of its utility, that notwithstanding the thor- 
ough assent of even common reason to the idea, yet a suspicion must arise that it 
may perhaps really be the product of mere high-flown fancy, and that we may have 
misunderstood the purpose of nature in assigning reason as the governor of our 
will. Therefore we will examine this idea from this point of view. 


Kant’s argument here is surprisingly similar to Aristotle’s argument in his Ethics, 
You remember that Aristotle argues that the good for man must be found in man’s na- 
ture, in that which is unique to him. The assumption is that since man is singularly en- 
dowed with reason, then reason must have a special significance in human life. Kant’s 
argument also begins with the observation that man, unlike other creatures, is capable of 
reasoning. But why should he have such a capacity? Not in order to make him happy, 
Kant argues, because any number of instincts would have served that end more effec- 
tively. (Remember that Kant is presupposing God as Creator here, so he believes, like 
Leibniz, that everything exists for some sufficient reason.) 


| [Our] existence has a different and far nobler end, for which and not for happiness 
| reason is properly intended, and which must, therefore, be regarded as the supreme 
condition to which the private ends of man must, for the most Part, be postponed, 
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This “far nobler end” and “supreme condition” is what Kant calls duty. “The notion of 
duty,” he tells us, “includes that of a good will,” but a good will that subjects itself to ra- 
tional principles. Those rational principles are moral laws, and it is action in accordance 
with such laws that alone makes a man good. 

It is important, however, to make a distinction, which Aristotle makes too: It is one 
thing to do what duty requires for some personal interest, and it is something else to do 
one’s duty just because it is one’s duty. For example, a grocer might refuse to cheat his 
customers (which is his duty) because it would be bad for business; then he is not acting 
for the sake of duty, but for personal interests. But he may refuse to cheat his customers 
just because he knows that he ought not to. This does count as doing his duty and 
thereby makes him morally worthy. 


I omit here all actions which are already recognized as inconsistent with duty, 
although they may be useful for this or that purpose, for with these the question 
whether they are done from duty cannot arise at all, since they even conflict with it. 
I also set aside those actions which really conform to duty, but to which men have 
no direct inclination, performing them because they are impelled thereto by some 
other inclination. For in this case we can readily distinguish whether the action 
which agrees with duty is done from duty or from a selfish view. It is much harder 
to make this distinction when the action accords with duty, and the subject has be- 
sides a direct inclination to it. For example, it is always a matter of duty that a 
dealer should not overcharge an inexperienced purchaser; and wherever there is 
much commerce the prudent tradesman does not overcharge, but keeps a fixed price 
for everyone, so that a child buys of him as well as any other. Men are thus honestly 
served; but this is not enough to make us believe that the tradesman has so acted 
from duty and from principles of honesty; his own advantage required it; it is out of 
the question in this case to suppose that he might besides have a direct inclination 
in favor of the buyers, so that, as it were, from love he should give no advantage to 
one over another. Accordingly the action was done neither from duty nor from di- 
rect inclination, but merely with a selfish view. 

On the other hand, it is a duty to maintain one’s life; and, in addition, everyone 
has also a direct inclination to do so. But on this account the often anxious care 
which most men take for it has no intrinsic worth, and their maximum has no moral 
import. They preserve their life as duty requires, no doubt, but not because duty re- 
quires. On the other hand, if adversity and hopeless sorrow have completely taken 
away the relish for life, if the unfortunate one, strong in mind, indignant at his fate 
rather than desponding or dejected, wishes for death, and yet preserves his life 
without loving it—not from inclination or fear, but from duty—then his maxim has 
a moral worth. s 

To be beneficent when we can is a duty; and besides this, there are many minds 
so sympathetically constituted that, without any other motive of vanity or self- i 
interest, they find a pleasure in spreading joy around them, and can take delight in 
the satisfaction of others so far as it is their own work. But I maintain that in such a 
case an action of this kind, however proper, however amiable it may be, has never- 
theless no true moral worth, but is on a level with other inclinations, for example, 
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the inclination to honor, which, if it is happily directed to that which is in fact of 
public utility and accordant with duty, and consequently honorable, deserves praise 
and encouragement, but not esteem. For the maxim lacks the moral import, namely, 
that such actions be done from duty, not from inclination. Put the case that the mind 
of that philanthropist was clouded by sorrow of his own extinguishing all sympathy 
with the lot of others, and that while he still has the power to benefit others in dis- 
tress he is not touched by their trouble because he is absorbed with his own; and 
now suppose that he tears himself out of this dread insensibility and performs the 
action without any inclination to it, but simply from duty, then first has his action 
its genuine moral worth. Further still, if nature has put little sympathy in the heart 
of this or that man, if he, supposed to be an upright man, is by temperament cold 
and indifferent to the sufferings of others, perhaps because in respect of his own 

he is provided with the special gift of patience and fortitude and supposes, or even 
requires, that others should have the same—and such a man would certainly not be 
the meanest product of nature—but if nature had not specially framed him for a 
philanthropist, would he not still find in himself a source from whence to give him- 
self a far higher worth than that of a good-natured temperament could be? Unques- 
tionably. It is just in this that the moral worth of the character is brought out which 
is incomparably the highest of all, namely, that he is beneficent, not from inclina- 
tion, but from duty. 


In a curious two short paragraphs, Kant tells us that we have a duty to make our- 
selves happy, not because we want to be happy (wants are never duties) but because it is 
necessary for us to do our other duties. Then, with reference to the Bible, Kant makes a 
famous (or infamous) distinction between two kinds of love: practical love, which is 
commanded as a duty, and pathological love, in other words, what we would call the 
emotion of love. 


To secure one’s own happiness is a duty, at least indirectly; for discontent with 
one’s condition, under a pressure of many anxieties and amidst unsatisfied wants, 
might easily become a great temptation to transgression of duty. But here again, 
without looking to duty, all men have already the strongest and most intimate incli- 
nation to happiness, because it is just in this idea that all inclinations are combined 
in one total. But the precept of happiness is often of such a sort that it greatly inter- 
feres with some inclinations, and yet a man cannot form any definite and certain 
conception of the sum of satisfaction of all of them which is called happiness. It is 
not then to be wondered at that a single inclination, definite both as to what it prom- 
ises and as to the time within which it can be gratified, is often able to overcome 
such a fluctuating idea, and that a gouty patient, for instance, can choose to enjoy 
what he likes, and to suffer what he may, since, according to his calculation, on this 
occasion at least, he has [only] not sacrificed the enjoyment of the present moment 
to a possibly mistaken expectation of a happiness which is supposed to be found in 
health. But even in this case, if the general desire for happiness did not influence his 
will, and supposing that in his particular case health was not a necessary element in 
this calculation, there yet remains in this, as in all other cases, this law—namely, 
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that he should promote his happiness not from inclination but from duty, and by 
this would his conduct first acquire true moral worth. 

It is in this manner, undoubtedly, that we are to understand those passages of 
Scripture also in which we are commanded to love our neighbor, even our enemy. 
For love, as an affection, cannot be commanded, but beneficence for duty’s sake 
may, even though we are not impelled to it by any inclination—nay, are even re- 
pelled by a natural and unconquerable aversion. This is practical love, and not 
pathological—a love which is seated in the will, and not in the propensions of 
sense—in principles of action and not of tender sympathy; and it is this love alone 
which can be commanded. 


Having thus defended his primary proposition that what is ultimately good is a good 
will acting in accordance with practical reason, in other words, from duty, Kant moves 
on to two corollary propositions: 


The second proposition is: That an action done from duty derives its moral worth, 
not from the purpose which is to be attained by it, but from the maxim by which it 
is determined, and therefore does not depend on the realization of the object of the 
action, but merely on the principle of volition by which the action has taken place, 
without regard to any object of desire. It is clear from what precedes that the pur- 
poses which we may have in view in our actions, or their effects regarded as ends 
and springs of the will cannot give to actions any unconditional or moral worth. In 
what, then, can their worth lie if it is not to consist in the will and in reference to its 
expected effect? It cannot lie anywhere but in the principle of the will without re- 
gard to the ends which can be attained by the action. For the will stands between its 
a priori principle, which is formal, and its a posteriori spring which is material, as 
between two roads, and as it must be determined by something, it follows that it 
must be determined by the formal principle of volition when an action is done from 
duty, in which case every material principle has been withdrawn from it. 

The third proposition, which is a consequence of the two preceding, I would ex- 
press thus: Duty is the necessity of acting from respect for the law. I may have incli- 
nation for an object as the effect of my proposed action, but I cannot have respect for 
it just for this reason that it is an effect and not an energy of will. Similarly, I cannot 
have respect for inclination, whether my own or another's; I can at most, if my own, 
approve it; if another’s, sometimes even love it, that is, look on it as favorable to my 
own interest. It is only what is connected with my will as a principle, by no means as 
an effect—what does not subserve my inclination, but overpowers it, or at least in 
case of choice excludes it from its calculation—in other words, simply the law of it- 
self, which can be an object of respect, and hence a command. Now an action done 
from duty must wholly exclude the influence of inclination, and with it every object 
of the will, so that nothing remains which can determine the will except objectively 
the /aw, and subjectively pure respect for this practical law, and consequently the 
maxim that I should follow this law even to the thwarting of all my inclinations. 

Thus the moral worth of an action does not lie in the effect expected from it, nor 
in any principle of action which requires to borrow its motive from this expected 
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An action done 
from duty must 
wholly exclude 

the influence of 
inclination, and 
with it every object 
of the will. 


result. 


effect. For all these effects—agreeableness of one’s 
condition, and even the promotion of the happiness of 
others—could have been also brought about by other 
causes, so that for this there would have been no need 
of the will of a rational being; whereas it is in this 
alone that the supreme and unconditional good can be 
found. The pre-eminent good which we call moral can 
therefore consist in nothing else than the conception of 
law in itself, which certainly is only possible in a ra- 
tional being, in so far as this conception, and not the 


expected effect, determines the will. This is a good which is already preset in the 
person who acts accordingly, and we have not to wait for it to appear first in the 


By what sort of law can that be the conception of which must determine the will, 
even without paying any regard to the effect expected from it, in order that this will 
may be called good absolutely and without qualification? As I have deprived the 
will of every impulse which could arise to it from obedience to any law, there re- 
mains nothing but the universal conformity of its actions to law in general, which 
alone is to serve the will as a principle. 


+ What role does reason play in Kant’s morality? Kant claims 
to be following Rousseau, but how is he like Rousseau? How 
does he differ from Rousseau? 

+ What does Kant mean by a “good will”? What makes the 
will good, according to Kant? 

+ What makes an act “morally worthy,” according to Kant? 


The conception of “universal conformity to law” is Kant’s central notion of duty. He 
defines it, as we shall see, as a generalized version of the Golden Rule: “Do unto others 
as you would have them do unto you.” The point is, decide what you ought to do by 
asking yourself the question, “What if everyone were to do that?” The rule, as he states 


it, is 


I am never to act otherwise than so, that I could also will that my maxim should be- 
come a universal law. Here, now, it is the simple conformity to law in general, 
without assuming any particular law applicable to certain actions, that serves the 
will as its principle, and must so serve it if duty is not to be a vain delusion and a 
chimerical notion. The common reason of men in its practical judgments perfectly 
coincides with this, and always has in view the principle here suggested. Let the 
question be, for example: May I when in distress make a promise with the intention 
not to keep it? I readily distinguish here between the two significations which the 
question may have: whether it is prudent or whether it is right to make a false 


| promise? The former may undoubtedly often be the case. I see clearly indeed that it 
is not enough to extricate myself from a present difficulty by means of this sub- 

terfuge, but it must be well considered whether there may not hereafter spring from 
this lie much greater inconvenience than that from which I now free myself, and as, 
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with all my supposed cunning, the consequences cannot be so easily foreseen but 
that credit once lost may be much more injurious to me than any mischief which I 
seek to avoid at present, it should be considered whether it would not be more pru- 
dent to act herein according to a universal maxim, and to make it a habit to promise 
nothing except with the intention of keeping it. But it is soon clear to me that such a 
maxim will still only be based on the fear of consequences. Now it is a wholly dif- 
ferent thing to be truthful from duty, and to be so from apprehension of injurious 
consequences. In the first case, the very notion of the action implies a law for me; 
in the second case, I must first look about elsewhere to see what results may be 
combined with it which would affect myself. For to deviate from the principle of 
duty is beyond all doubt wicked; but to be unfaithful to my maxim of prudence may 
often be very advantageous to me, although to abide by it is certainly safer. The 
shortest way, however, and an unerring one, to discover the answer to this question 
whether a lying promise is consistent with duty, is to ask myself, Should I be con- 
tent that my maxim (to extricate myself from difficulty by a false promise) should 
hold good as a universal law, for myself as well as for others; and should I be able 
to say to myself, “Every one may make a deceitful promise when he finds himself 
in a difficulty from which he cannot otherwise extricate himself”? Then I presently 
become aware that, while I can will the lie, I can by no means will that lying should 
be a universal law. For with such a law there would be no promises at all, since it 
would be in vain to allege my intention in regard to my future actions to those who 
would not believe this allegation, or if they over-hastily did so, would pay me back 
in my own coin. Hence my maxim, as soon as it should be made a universal law, 
would necessarily destroy itself. 


The impressive name Kant gives to this general formulation of his notion of duty is the 
categorical imperative. An imperative, however, is just what we called a command in 
our preliminary discussion of morality. It is of the form “do this!” or “don’t do this!” The 
word that distinguishes moral commands in general is the word ought, and this tells us 
something about the term categorical. Some imperatives tell us to “do this!” but only in 
order to get or do something else. Kant calls these “hypothetical imperatives.” For ex- 
ample, “go to law school” (if you want to be a lawyer) or “don’t eat very hot curry” (un- 
less you don’t mind risking an ulcer), But imperatives with a moral ought in them are not 
tied to any such “if” or “in order to” conditions. They are simply “do this” or “don’t do 
this,” whatever the circumstances, whatever you would like or enjoy personally; for ex- 
ample, “don’t lie” (no matter what). This is what Kant means by “categorical.” 


Now all imperatives command either hypothetically or categorically. The former 
represent the practical necessity of a possible action as means to something else 
that is willed (or at least which one might possibly will). The categorical imperative 
would be that which represented an action as necessary of itself without reference 
to another end, that is, as objectively necessary. 

Since every practical law represents a possible action as good, and on this 
account, for a subject who is practically determinable by reason as necessary, all 
imperatives are formulae determining an action which is necessary according to the 
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principle of a will good in some respects. If now the action is good only as a means 
to something else, then the imperative is hypothetical; if it is conceived as good in 
itself and consequently as being necessarily the principle of a will which of itself 
conforms to reason, then it is categorical. 


With hypothetical imperatives, what is commanded depends upon particular circum- 
stances. With moral or categorical imperatives, there are universal laws that tell us what 
to do in every circumstance. (A maxim, according to Kant, is a “subjective principle of 
action,” or what we would call an intention. It is distinguished from an “objective prin- 
ciple,” that is, a universal law of reason.) 


There is therefore but one categorical imperative, namely, this: Act only on that 
maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should become a universal 
law. 

Now if all imperatives of duty can be deduced from this one imperative as from 
their principle, then, although it should remain undecided whether what is called 
duty is not merely a vain notion, yet at least we shall be able to show what we un- 
derstand by it and what this notion means. 

Since the universality of the law according to which effects are produced consti- 
tutes what is properly called nature in the most general sense (as to form)—that is, 
the existence of things so far as it is determined by general laws—the imperative of 
duty may be expressed thus: Act as if the maxim of thy action were to become by 
thy will a universal law of nature. 

We will now enumerate a few duties, adopting the usual division of them into 
duties to ourselves and to others, and into perfect and imperfect duties. 


1. A man reduced to despair by a series of misfortunes feels wearied of life, but is 
still so far in possession of his reason that he can ask himself whether it would 
not be contrary to his duty to himself to take his own life. Now he inquires 
whether the maxim of his action could become a universal law of nature. His 
maxim is: From self-love I adopt it as a principle to shorten my life when its 
longer duration is likely to bring more evil than satisfaction. It is asked then sim- 
ply whether this principle founded on self-love can become a universal law of 
nature. Now we see at once that a system of nature of which it should be law to 
destroy life by means of the very feeling whose special nature it is to impel to 
the improvement of life would contradict itself, and therefore could not exist as a 
system of nature; hence that maxim cannot possibly exist as a universal law of 
nature, and consequently would be wholly inconsistent with the supreme princi- 
ple of all duty. 

2. Another finds himself forced by necessity to borrow money. He knows that he 
will not be able to repay it, but sees also that nothing will be lent to him unless 
he promises stoutly to repay it in a definite time. He desires to make this prom- 
ise, but he has still so much conscience as to ask himself: Is it not unlawful and 
inconsistent with duty to get out of a difficulty in this way? Suppose, however 
that he resolves to do so, then the maxim of his action would be expressed hus: 
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When I think myself in want of money, I will borrow money and promise to re- 
pay it, although I know that I never can do so. Now this principle of self-love or 
of one’s own advantage may perhaps be consistent with my whole future wel- 
fare; but the question now is, Is it right? I change then the suggestion of self-love 
into a universal law, and state the question thus: How would it be if my maxim 
were a universal law? Then I see at once that it could never hold as a universal 
law of nature, but would necessarily contradict itself. For supposing it to be a 
universal law that everyone when he thinks himself in a difficulty should be able 
to promise whatever he pleases, with the purpose of not keeping his promise, the 
promise itself would become impossible, as well as the end that one might have 
in view in it, since no one would consider that anything was promised to him, 
but would ridicule all such statements as vain pretenses. 

3. A third finds in himself a talent which with the help of some culture might make 
him a useful map in many respects. But he finds himself in comfortable circum- 
stances and prefers to indulge in pleasure rather than to take pains in enlarging 
and improving his happy natural capacities. He asks, however, whether his 
maxim of neglect of his natural gifts, besides agreeing with his inclination to in- 
dulgence, agrees also with what is called duty. He sees then that a system of na- 
ture could indeed subsist with such a universal law, although men (like the South 
Sea islanders) should let their talents rest and resolve to devote their lives merely 
to idleness, amusement, and propagation of their species—in a word, to enjoy- 
ment; but he cannot possibly will that this should be a universal law of nature, or 
be implanted in us as such by a natural instinct. For, as a rational being, he nec- 
essarily wills that his faculties be developed, since they serve him, and have 
been given him, for all sorts of possible purposes. 

4. A fourth, who is in prosperity, while he sees that others have to contend with 
great wretchedness and that he could help them, thinks: What concern is it of 
mine? Let everyone be as happy as Heaven pleases, or as he can make himself; I 
will take nothing from him nor even envy him, only I do not wish to contribute 
anything to his welfare or to his assistance in distress! Now no doubt, if such a 
mode of thinking were a universal law, the human race might very well subsist, 
and doubtless even better than in a state in which everyone talks of sympathy 
and good-will, or even takes care occasionally to put it into practice, but, on the 
other side, also cheats when he can, betrays the rights of men, or otherwise vio- 
lates them. But although it is possible that a universal law of nature might exist 
in accordance with that maxim, it is impossible to will that such a principle 
should have the universal validity of a law of nature. For a will which resolved 
this would contradict itself, inasmuch as many cases might occur in which one 
would have need of the love and sympathy of others, and in which, by such a 
law of nature, sprung from his own will, he would deprive himself of all hope of 


the aid he desires. 


These are a few of the many actual duties, or at least what we regard as such, 
which obviously fall into two classes on the one principle that we have laid down. 
We must be able to will that a maxim of our action should be a universal law. This 
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is the canon of the moral appreciation of the action generally. Some actions are of 
such a character that their maxim cannot without contradiction be even conceived 
as a universal law of nature, far from it being possible that we should will that it 
should be so. In others, this intrinsic impossibility is not found, but still it is impos- 
sible to will that their maxim should be raised to the universality of a law of nature, 
since such a will would contradict itself, It is easily seen that the former violate 
Strict or rigorous (inflexible) duty; the latter only laxer (meritorious) duty. Thus it 
has been completely shown by these examples how all duties depend as regards the 
nature of the obligation (not the object of the action) on the same principle. 


+ What is a categorical imperative? How does it differ from a 
hypothetical imperative? What is a maxim? How does Kant 
first formulate the categorical imperative in terms of max- 
ims? How does he use this to show that lying is wrong? 


Another way of describing the categorical imperative, using a term from Kant that 
we've already encountered, is to say that it is an a priori principle, in this case, inde- 
pendent of any particular circumstances. Moral principles are necessary for the same 
reason that certain principles of knowledge are necessary, according to Kant, that is, be- 
cause they are essential to human nature. It is important, therefore, for Kant to insist that 
moral principles, as a priori principles of reason, hold for every human being, in fact, 
even more generally, for every rational creature. (There is an extremely important point 
hidden in this phrase; traditionally, morality has always been defended on the basis of 
God’s will, that is, we ought to be moral because God gave us the moral laws. Accord- 
ing to Kant, however, God does not give the laws but as a rational creature He is bound 
to them just as we are. Thus, in answer to the question, “Are the laws of morality good 
because God is good or is God good because he obeys the laws of morality?” Kant 
would accept the latter.) 

Kant’s discussion of the categorical imperative is made confusing because after he 
has told us that “there is but one categorical imperative,” he then goes On to give us oth- 
ers. He calls these “alternative formulations of the categorical imperative,” but their ef- 
fect on most readers is to confuse them unnecessarily. In actuality, for Kant there are a 
great many categorical imperatives. The first one Kant gave us is merely the most gen- 
eral. More specific examples are “don’t lie!” and “keep your promises!” Another gen- 
eral categorical imperative is “never use people!” There is, however, a sense in which 
“using people” may be perfectly innocent. For example, I “use” you in order to play ten- 
nis, since I could not play alone. In such a case, you derive as much benefit from my 
“using you” as I do, and we could say that you are “using me” as well. But there are 
cases in which we are tempted to “use” people for our own benefit without any regard to 
their interests. This is what Kant forbids. 


| Now I say: man and generally any rational being exists as an end in himself, not 

| merely as a means to be arbitrarily used by this or that will, but in all his actions, 
whether they concern himself or other rational beings, must be always regarded at 
the same time as an end. All objects of the inclinations have only a conditional 
worth; for if the inclinations and the wants founded on them did not exist, then their 
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object would be without value. But the inclinations themselves, being sources of 
want, are so far from having an absolute worth for which they should be desired 
that, on the contrary, it must be the universal wish of every rational being to be 


Rational beings, 
on the contrary, 
are called persons, 
because their very 
nature points them 
out as ends in 
themselves, that is, 
as something 
which must not 

be used merely 

as means. 


wholly free from them. Thus the worth of any object 
which is to be acquired by our action is always condi- 
tional. Beings whose existence depends not on our will 
but on nature’s, have nevertheless, if they are not ra- 
tional beings, only a relative value as means, and are 
therefore called things; rational beings, on the contrary, 
are called persons, because their very nature points 
them out as ends in themselves, that is, as something 
which must not be used merely as means, and so far 
therefore restricts freedom of action (and is an object 
of respect). These, therefore, are not merely subjective 
ends whose existence has a worth for us as an effect of 
our action, but objective ends, that is, things whose ex- 
istence is an end in itself—an end, moreover, for 
which no other can be substituted, which they should 
subserve merely as means, for otherwise nothing what- 
ever would possess absolute worth; but if all worth 


were conditioned and therefore contingent, then there would be no supreme practi- 
cal principle of reason whatever. 

If then there is a supreme practical principle or, in respect of the human will, a 
categorical imperative, it must be one which, being drawn from the conception of 
that which is necessarily an end for everyone because it is an end in itself, consti- 
tutes an objective principle of will, and can therefore serve as a universal practical 
law. The foundation of this principle is: rational nature exists as an end in itself. 
Man necessarily conceives his own existence as being so; so far then this is a sub- 
jective principle of human actions. But every other rational being regards its exis- 
tence similarly, just on the same rational principle that holds for me; so that it is at 


the same time an objective principle from which as a supreme practical law all laws 
of the will must be capable of being deduced. Accordingly the practical imperative 
will be as follows: So act as to treat humanity, whether in thine own person or in 
that of any other in every case as an end withal, never as means only, We will now 
inquire whether this can be practically carried out. 

To abide by the previous examples: ay" 

First, under the head of necessary duty to oneself: He who contemplates suicide 
should ask himself whether his action can be consistent with the idea of humanity 
as an end in itself. If he destroys himself in order to escape from painful circum- 
stances, he uses a person merely as a mean to maintain a tolerable condition up to 
the end of life, But a man is not a thing, that is to say, something which can be used 
merely as means, but must in all his actions be always considered as an end in him- 
self. I cannot, therefore, dispose in any way of a man in my own person so as to 
mutilate him, to damage or kill him. (It belongs to ethics proper to define this prin- 
ciple more precisely, so as to avoid all misunderstanding, for example, as to the am- 
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putation of the limbs in order to preserve myself; as to exposing my life to danger 
with a view to preserve it, etc. This question is therefore omitted here.) 

Secondly, as regards necessary duties, or those of strict obligation, towards 
others: He who is thinking of making a lying promise to others will see at once that 
he would be using another man merely as a mean, without the latter containing at 
the same time the end in himself. For he whom I propose by such a promise to use 
for my own purpose cannot possibly assent to my mode of acting towards him, and 
therefore cannot himself contain the end of this action. This violation of the princi- 
ple of humanity in other men is more obvious if we take in examples of attacks on 
the freedom and property of others. For then it is clear that he who transgresses the 
rights of men intends to use the person of others merely as means, without consid- 
ering that as rational beings they ought always to be esteemed also as ends, that is, 
as beings who must be capable of containing in themselves the end of the very 
same action. 

Thirdly, as regards contingent (meritorious) duties to oneself: It is not enough 
that the action does not violate humanity in our own person as an end in itself, it 
must also harmonize with it. Now there are in humanity capacities of greater per- 
fection which belong to the end that nature has in view in regard to humanity in 
ourselves as the subject; to neglect these might perhaps be consistent with the main- 
tenance of humanity as an end in itself, but not with the advancement of this end. 

Fourthly, as regards meritorious duties towards others: The natural end which all 
men have is their own happiness. Now humanity might indeed subsist although no 
one should contribute anything to the happiness of others, provided he did not in- 
tentionally withdraw anything from it; but after all, this would only harmonize neg- 
atively, not positively, with humanity as an end in itself, if everyone does not also 
endeavor, as far as in him lies, to forward the ends of others. For the ends of any 
subject which is an end in himself ought as far as possible to be my ends also, if 
that conception is to have its full effect with me. 

This principle that humanity and generally every rational nature is an end in it- 
self (which is the supreme limiting condition of every man’s freedom of action), is 
not borrowed from experience, first, because it is universal, applying as it does to 
all rational beings whatever, and experience is not capable of determining anything 
about them; secondly, because it does not present humanity as an end to men (sub- 
jectively), that is, as an object which men do of themselves actually adopt as an 
end; but as an objective end which must as a law constitute the supreme limiting 
condition of all our subjective ends, let them be what we will: it must therefore 
spring from pure reason. 


+ What does it mean to say that we are “ends”? How do you 
treat someone as an end? What does Kant mean when he 
tells us not to treat others as a means only? What would be 
an example of treating another person as a means only? Un- 
der what circumstances might it be permissible to do ‘so? 


In Kant’s own terms, every human will is a will capable of acting according to uni- 
versal laws of morality, not based upon any personal inclinations or interests but obey- 


F. MORALITY AND PRACTICAL REASON: KANT 559 


ing rational principles that are categorical. Using this as a definition of morality, Kant 
then looks back at his predecessors: 


Looking back now on all previous attempts to discover the principle of morality, we 
need not wonder why they all failed. It was seen that man was bound to laws by 
duty, but it was not observed that the laws to which he is subject are only those of 
his own giving, though at the same time they are universal, and that he is only 
bound to act in conformity with his own will—a will, however, which is designed 
by nature to give universal laws. For when one has conceived man only as subject 
to a law (no matter what), then this law required some interest, either by way of at- 
traction or constraint, since it did not originate as a law from his own will, but this 
will was according to a law obliged by something else to act in a certain manner. 
Now by this necessary consequence all the labor spent in finding a supreme princi- 
ple of duty was irrevocably lost. For men never elicited duty, but only a necessity of 
acting from a certain interest. 


Any morality worthy of the name, in other words, must be a product of a person’s 
own autonomous reason yet universal at the same time, as a product of rational will and 
independent of personal feeling or interest. All previous philosophy, however, has in- 
sisted upon appealing to such personal feelings and interests and thus ended up with 
principles that were in every case hypothetical and not, according to Kant, categorical 
or moral. Thus morality for Aristotle depended upon a person’s being a male Greek cit- 
izen. For Kant, morality and duty are completely set apart from such personal circum- 
stances and concerns. Morality and duty have no qualifications, and, ultimately, they 
need have nothing to do with the good life or with happiness. In a perfect world, per- 
haps, doing our duty might also bring us happiness. But this is not such a world, Kant 
observes, and so happiness and morality are two separate concerns, with the second al- 
ways to be considered the most important. (It is at this point, however, that Kant intro- 
duces his “Postulates of Practical Reason,” and God in particular, in order to give us 
some assurance that, at least in the [very] long run, doing our duty will bring us some 
reward.) 

Kant’s conception of morality is so strict that it is hard for most people to accept. 
What is most difficult to accept is the idea that morality and duty have nothing to do 
with our personal desires, ambitions, and feelings, which Kant called our inclinations. 
We can agree that at least sometimes our duties and our inclinations are in conflict. But 
many philosophers have felt that Kant went much too far the other way in separating 
them entirely. Furthermore, Kant’s emphasis on the categorical imperative systemati- 
cally rules out all reference to particular situations and circumstances. In response to 
Kant, one may ask: Isn't the right thing to do often determined only within the particu- 
lar context or situation? (A very recent moral philosophy called “situation ethics” has 
renewed this ancient demand.) Don’t we have to know the particular problems and per- 
sons involved? What is right in one situation might very well be wrong in another, just 
because of different personalities, for example. Some people may be extremely hurt if 
we tell them the “truth” about themselves. On the other hand, a little “white” lie will 
make them feel much better. Other people are offended at any lie, however, and prefer 
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even hurtful truths to the “ignorant bliss” of not knowing. Must not all moral rules be 
tempered to the particular situation? 

The Kantian response to this objection would be that there are many ways to avoid 
hurting people other than telling lies. One can say, “no comment.” One can cough con- 
veniently, or drop the platter in one’s hand. The fact that certain deceptions are institu- 
tionalized in our society (such as “regrets” for a dinner party) does not mean that a 
Kantian should defend them. The question, then, becomes how one formulates an accu- 
rate description of the options in such cases. Is it ever simply the case that one has a 
choice—hurt someone or tell a lie? 

In a more general way, it has been objected that Kant’s unqualified concept of moral- 
ity is much too general to help us decide what to do in any particular situation. As an ex- 
ample, take the categorical imperative “don’t steal!” Although the imperative itself, as a 
categorical one, must be unqualified, in order to apply it at all, we have to understand 
the kinds of circumstances to which it applies. Can’t we have a right to steal in certain 
circumstances? Or, to put the same point differently, aren’t there some circumstances in 
which “stealing” isn’t really stealing at all? But what then of the situation in which a 
starving man steals a loaf of bread from an extremely wealthy baker. Surely he is steal- 
ing, but wouldn’t we say that under the circumstances he is justified in doing so? The 
Kantian reply here is to distinguish between the question whether that person is wrong 
in stealing and the question of whether (or how) he should be punished. In this case, we 
can presume, Kant would insist that the man did wrong, but nevertheless agree that he 
should not be punished. 

How do we decide “under which circumstances” a moral law is to be applied? Kant’s 
formulation of the categorical imperative only tells us that we must act in such a way that 
anyone in similar circumstances would act the same way. What defines these “similar” 
circumstances? Suppose I were to say that “anyone in these circumstances, namely, being 
five-foot-seven and born in Detroit in 1942, having blond hair and blue eyes, and being a 
graduate of C. High School, may steal.” Anyone in the same circumstances can Steal, but, 
of course, I have defined the circumstances in sucha way that it is extremely unlikely that 
anyone but myself will ever qualify. How can we avoid such trickery? Not by any con- 
siderations within the categorical imperative itself, for by its very nature it is incapable 
of telling us under what circumstances a moral law applies. Another way of making the 
same objection is to complain that there is no way of deciding how detailed the impera- 
tive must be. For example, should we simply say, “don’t steal!” or rather “don’t steal un- 
less you're starving and the other person is not!” or else, “don’t Steal unless you're blond 
and blue-eyed!” and so on? Kant’s reply, to prevent such abuses, is to quite clearly leave 
out all mention of particular circumstances in the formulation of principles. Nevertheless 
we have to decide in what circumstances to apply what principles, and here the question 
comes up once again: How narrowly must we define the circumstances? Which circum- 
stances are relevant to the formulation of a categorical imperative? Surely it won't be to 
say that none is relevant; at least we must know enough to know whether or not this act 
is an instance of stealing. 

There have been other objections to Kant’s severe Philosophy. For example, if moral 
principles are categorical, then what do we do when two different moral principles 

conflict? The rule that tells us “don’t lie!” is categorical; so is the rule that tells us “keep 
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your promises!” Suppose that I promise not to tell anyone where you will be this week- 
end. Then some people wishing to kill you force me to tell. I have to say something. Ei- 
ther I break the promise or I lie. Kant gives us no adequate way of choosing between the 
promise and the lie. He has ruled out any appeal to the consequences of our actions. In 
Kant’s argument, even if your enemies are trying to kill you, it is not morally relevant. 
Most importantly, Kant has ruled out any appeal to what will make people happy, not 
only the person who must either lie or break a promise but everyone else who is in- 
volved as well. Kant would reply, presumably, that such cases of apparent conflict are 
due to a misrepresentation of the case. For example, one could respond to the intruders 
by playing dumb, or refusing to say anything, or trying to make them go away with 
force. The question of moral conflict thus becomes critical for Kant’s moral philosophy. 
If moral principles conflict, we need a way of choosing between them. If they do not 
conflict, then we need a way of accounting for apparent conflicts and resolving them. 
But it is not clear that the Kantian theory gives us either a satisfactory criterion for get- 
ting out of moral quandaries or for explaining away some of the very painful moral 
conflicts in which we occasionally find ourselves. 


+ Do you find Kant’s view that moral worth has nothing to do 
with our own personal inclinations, passions, and feelings 
convincing? Problematic? Why is he so concerned with sep- 
arating morality from inclinations? 


G. UTILITARIANISM 


In response to the harsh Kantian view of morality, with its neglect of happiness and the 
good life, a number of British philosophers, chiefly Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, and 
his son John Stuart Mill, developed a conception of morality that is called utilitarian- 
ism. It was an attempt to bring back personal inclinations and interests into moral con- 
siderations. Utilitarians wished to reconsider the consequences as well as the “will” of 
an action and to consider the particular circumstances of an action in an attempt to de- 
termine what is morally right. Most importantly, it was an attempt to return morality to 
the search for the personally satisfying life which Kant had neglected. : 

The basis of utilitarianism is a form of hedonism, the conception of the good life 
that says the ultimate good is pleasure and that in the final analysis we want and ought 
to want this pleasure. But where traditional hedonism is concerned only with one’s per- 
sonal pleasure, utilitarianism is concerned with pleasure in general; that is, with one s 
own pleasure and the pleasure of other people. In many utilitarian writings, the notions 
of pleasure and happiness are used interchangeably. From our earlier discussions (and 
especially our discussion of Aristotle), we know that we must be cautious of such an ex- 
change. Many short-lived pleasures do not make us happy. and happiness is much more 
than mere pleasure. But this is a major concern for the utilitarians; their whole theory 
revolves around a single aim, to make the most people as happy as possible, sometimes 
Sacrificing short-term pleasures for enduring ones. Their central principle is often sum- 
marized as “the greatest good for the greatest number.” 
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Jeremy Bentham was motivated to formulate his utilitarian theories not so much by 
the strict moralism of Kant’s philosophy as by the absurd complexity of the British le- 
gal system. Just as Kant sought a single principle that would simplify all morality, Ben- 
tham looked for a single principle that would simplify the law. Bentham began with the 
fact that people seek pleasure and avoid pain and developed the “principle of utility” on 
just this basis: 


FROM AN INTRODUCTION TO THE PRINCIPLES OF 
MORALS AND LEGISLATION 
BY JEREMY BENTHAM!6 


I. Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, 
pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well 
as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and 
wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. 
They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think; every effort we can 
make to throw off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it. 
In words a man may pretend to abjure their empire; but in reality he will re- 
main subject to it all the while. The principle of utility recognizes the subjec- 
tion, and assumes it for the foundation of that system, the object of which is to 
tear the fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and of law. Systems which at- 
tempt to question it, deal in sounds instead of sense, in caprice instead of rea- 
son, the darkness instead of light. 

But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is not by such means that moral 
science is to be improved. 

The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work; it will be proper 

therefore at the outset to give an explicit and determinate account of what is 

meant by it. By the principle of utility is meant that principle which approves 
or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it 
appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose inter- 
est is in question; or, what is the same thing in other words, to promote or to 
oppose that happiness. I say of every action whatsoever; and therefore not only 
of every action of a private individual, but of every measure of government. 

II. By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce 
benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness, (all this in the present case 
comes to the same thing) or (what comes again to the same thing) to prevent the 
happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is 
considered: if that party be the community in general, then the happiness of the 
community: if a particular individual, then the happiness of that individual, 

IV. The interest of the community is one of the most general expressions that can 
occur in the phraseology of morals: no wonder that the meaning of it is often 
lost. When it has a meaning, it is this. The community is a fictitious body, com- 
posed of the individual persons who are considered as constituting as it were 


I. 


= 


‘Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Oxford: Clarendon, 1879, 
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| its members. The interest of the community then is, what?—the sum of the in- 
terests of the several members who compose it. 
V. It is in vain to talk of the interest of the commu- 
An action... nity, without understanding what is the interest of 
may be said to be the individual. A thing is said to promote the in- 
ae terest, or to be for the interest, of an individual, 
conformable . . . when it tends to add to the sum total of his pleas- 
to utility... when ures: or, what comes to the same thing, to dimin- 
: ish the sum total of his pains. 
the tendency a VI. An action then may be said to be conformable to 
has to augment the principle of utility, or, for shortness’ sake, to 
the happiness of utility, (meaning with respect to the community at 
the commun ity is large) when the tendency it has to augment the 
t happiness of the community is greater than any it 
greater than any it has to diminish it. 
has to diminish it. VII. A measure of government (which is but a particu- 
lar kind of action, performed by a particular per- 
son or persons) may be said to be conformable to or dictated by the principle of 
utility, when in like manner the tendency which it has to augment the happiness 
of the community is greater than any which it has to diminish it. 


Morality, according to Bentham’s principle of utility, means nothing other than ac- 
tion that tends to increase the amount of pleasure rather than diminish it. 


X. Of an action that is conformable to the principle of utility, one may always say 
either that it is one that ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that ought 
not to be done. One may say also, that it is right it should be done; at least that 
it is not wrong it should be done: that it is a right action; at least that it is not a 
wrong action. When thus interpreted, the words ought, and right and wrong, 
and others of that stamp, have a meaning: when otherwise, they have none. 


How does one defend this principle of utility? One cannot. To try to prove the principle 
is “as impossible as it is needless.” People quite “naturally,” whether they admit to it or 
not, act on the basis of it. This is not to say that they always act on it, but that is only be- 
cause, according to Bentham, people do not always know what is best for them. That is 
the reason for formulating the principle in philosophy. E 

The heart of Bentham’s theory is the formulation of a procedure for deciding, in 
every possible case, the value of alternative courses of action. The procedure simply in- 
volves the determination of alternative amounts of pleasures and pain, according to 
what has appropriately been called the happiness calculus. 


| L Pleasures then, and the avoidance of pains, are the ends which the legislator has 
in view: it behoves him therefore to understand their value. Pleasures and pains 
are the instruments he has to work with: it behoves him therefore to understand 


their force, which is gain, in other words, their value. 
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| Il. Toa person considered by himself, the value of a pleasure or pain considered by 


| 


m. 


itself, will be greater or less, according to the four following circumstances. 


1. Its intensity. 

2. Its duration. 

3. Its certainty or uncertainty. 

4. Its propinquity or remoteness. 
These are the circumstances which are to be considered in estimating a pleasure 
or a pain considered each of them by itself. But when the value of any pleasure 
or pain is considered for the purpose of estimating the tendency of any act by 
which it is produced, there are two other circumstances to be taken into the ac- 
count; these are, 


5. Its fecundity, or the chance it has of being followed by sensations of the 
same kind: that is, pleasures, if it be a pleasure: pains, if it be a pain. 

6. Its purity, or the chance it has of not being followed by sensations of the 
opposite kind: that is, pains, if it be a pleasure: pleasures, if it be a pain. 


Then the test itself: 


V. To take an exact account then of the general tendency of any act by which the in- 


terests of a community are affected, proceed as follows. Begin with any one per- 
son of those whose interests seem most immediately to be affected by it; and 
take an account, 


1. Of the value of each distinguishable pleasure which appears to be pro- 
duced by it in the first instance. 

2. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it in the first 
instance. 

3. Of the value of each pleasure which appears to be produced by it after the 
first. This constitutes the fecundity of the first pleasure and the impurity of 
the first pain. 

4. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it after the first. 
This constitutes the fecundity of the first pain, and the impurity of the first 
pleasure. 

5. Sum up all the values of all the pleasures on the one side, and those of all 
the pains on the other. The balance, if it be on the side of pleasure, will 
give the good tendency of the act upon the whole, with respect to the inter- 
ests of that individual person; if on the side of pain, the bad tendency of it 
upon the whole. 

6. Take an account of the number of persons whose interests appear to be 
concerned; and repeat the above process with respect to each. Sum up the 
numbers expressive of the degrees of good tendency, which the act has, 
with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the tendency of it is 
good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each individual, in re- 
gard to whom the tendency of it is bad upon the whole, Take the balance; 
which, if on the side of pleasure, will give the general good tendency of 
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the act, with respect to the total number of community of individuals con- 
| cerned; if on the side of pain the general evil tendency, with respect to the 
same community. 

Let us take an example. Bentham himself discusses the problem of lust (Prop. XXX), 
which he says is always bad. Why? “Because if the effects of the motive are not bad, 
then we do not call it lust.” Lust, in other words, is sexual desire that is so excessive that 
it brings about more pain than pleasure. Suppose you are sexually attracted to another 
person. How do you decide (assuming that there is already mutual agreement) whether 
to follow through or not? First, you estimate the amount of pleasure each person will 
gain. An important question is whether the pleasure of only these two people should be 
estimated or the pleasure of others besides. If it is a question of adultery, then the inter- 
ests of at least a third person should be considered. But assuming that no such direct 
complications are involved, even the indirect interests of the rest of society must be con- 
sidered. (If you and your potential lover are sufficiently young, should the happiness of 
your parents enter into your decision?) Then, after you have considered its initial plea- 
sure, estimate the initial pain. (In this case, we may presume it will be slight.) Then ask 
about the longer term pleasures and pains for each person involved. If a sexual relation- 
ship will leave you feeling happy about yourself and the other person, then the subse- 
quent pleasure will be considerable. If either person will feel regrets, or degraded, or 
embarrassed, or if sex will spoil a good friendship, or if a sexual relationship will set up 
expectations that one or both of you is unwilling to fulfill, the amount of subsequent 
pain may be overwhelming. Then add up the pleasures and pains for each person, match 
the total amount of pleasure against the total pain, and if the balance is positive, go 
ahead. If the balance is negative, don’t do it. 

Suppose, for example, you each expect a great deal of initial pleasure, and one of 
you expects nothing but good feelings afterward while the other expects only mild re- 
grets. No one else need even know, and so the balance, clearly, is very positive. But sup- 
pose neither of you expects to enjoy it all that much, and the subsequent hassles will be 
a prolonged and troublesome bother, then, very likely the balance will be negative. We 
don’t often make this kind of decision in this way; we simply do what we want to do at 
the time. And this is precisely what Bentham says we shouldn’t do. He argues that it is 
because we so often act on the basis of impulses without rational calculations that we 
end up unhappy. In other words, the fact that we are usually irrational is not an argu- 
ment against Bentham’s principles. Their purpose is precisely to make us rational, to 
help us get what we really want. 


+ What is the principle of utility? Is pleasure quantifiable? 
How does Bentham suggest that we calculate utility? Con- 
sider two courses of action and compare them according to 
the Benthamite calculus. 


There are problems with Bentham’s theory. All that is considered, according to his 
“happiness calculus,” is solely the amount of pleasure and pain. But some of you, in re- 
sponse to our preceding example, might well say, “It doesn’t matter how much pleasure 
and how little pain two people will gain if they get into a sexual relationship. Under cer- 
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tain circumstances (if it is adultery, or simply if they are not married) such behavior is 
wrong! Mere happiness is not enough!” Here we see the beginning of a swing back to- 
ward Kant. To see why such a move is necessary, let us examine the following objection 
to Bentham. 

Suppose a great many people would get a great deal of pleasure out of seeing some 
innocent person tortured and slaughtered like a beast. Of course the victim would suffer 
a great deal of pain, but by increasing the size of the crowd we could eventually obtain 
an amount of pleasure on the part of everyone else that more than balanced the suffer- 
ing of the victim. Bentham’s calculus has no way of rejecting such a gruesome out- 
come. A less horrible example is this: If a person gets great pleasure from some activity 
and no pain, there are no other considerations that apply to him or her (assuming that 
his or her actions do not affect others). Are we then to say that a life of sloth and self- 
indulgence, if it satisfies everyone and gives them a lot of pleasure and no pain, is to be 
preferred to any other life of any kind? Does Bentham give us any reason to try for any- 
thing “better” than being happy pigs? This was the problem that bothered Bentham’s 
godson, John Stuart Mill. 

Mill’s version of utilitarianism added an important qualification to Bentham’s purely 
quantitative calculus. He said that it is not only the quantity of pleasure that counts, but 
the quality as well. Needless to say, this makes the calculations much more compli- 
cated. In fact, it makes them impossible, for there cannot be precise calculations of 
quality, even though there can be precise calculations of quantity. Mill’s now-famous 
example is the following: If a pig can live a completely satisfied life, while a morally 
concerned and thoughtful individual like Socrates cannot ever be so satisfied, is the life 
of the pig therefore preferable? Mill’s answer is this: 


It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be 
Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. 


On what grounds can he say this? Aren’t the pig and the fool happier? 


If the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know their 
own side of the question. The other party [Socrates] knows both sides.'7 


Some problems emerge from this theory. How are we to evaluate different “quali- 
ties” of pleasure, even if we have tried them all? But first let us look to Mill’s revision 
of utilitarianism, as summarized in his popular pamphlet, appropriately called Urilitari- 
anism, (It was Mill, not Bentham, who invented this term.) It begins with a general con- 
sideration of morality and of Kant’s moral philosophy in particular. 


FROM UTILITARIANISM 
By JOHN STUART MILL'* 


Our moral faculty, according to all those of its interpreters who are entitled to the 
name of thinkers, supplies us only with the general principles of nfdral judgments; 


17John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, London: J. M. Dent, 1910. 
I8Tbid. 
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it is a branch of our reason, not of our sensitive faculty; and must be looked to for 
the abstract doctrines of morality, not for perception of it in the concrete. The intu- 
itive, no less than what may be termed the inductive, school of ethics, insists on the 
necessity of general laws. They both agree that the morality of an individual action 
is not a question of direct perception, but of the application of a law to an individual 
case. They recognise also, to a great extent, the same moral laws; but differ as to 
their evidence, and the source from which they derive their authority. According to 
the one opinion, the principles of morals are evident a priori, requiring nothing to 
command assent, except that the meaning of the terms be understood. According 

to the other doctrine, right and wrong, as well as truth and falsehood, are questions 
of observation and experience. But both hold equally that morality must be deduced 
from principles; and the intuitive school affirm as strongly as the inductive, that 
there is a science of morals. Yet they seldom attempt to make out a list of the a pri- 
ori principles which are to serve as the premises of the science; still more rarely do 
they make any effort to reduce those various principles to one first principle, or 
common ground of obligation. They either assume the ordinary precepts of morals 
as of a priori authority, or they lay down as the common groundwork of those max- 
ims, some generality much less obviously authoritative than the maxims them- 
selves, and which has never succeeded in gaining popular acceptance. Yet to 
support their pretensions there ought either to be some one fundamental principle or 
law, at the root of all morality, or if there be several, there should be a determinate 
order of precedence among them; and the one principle, or the rule for deciding be- 
tween the various principles when they conflict, ought to be self-evident. 

To inquire how far the bad effects of this deficiency have been mitigated in prac- 
tice, or to what extent the moral beliefs of mankind have been vitiated or made uncer- 
tain by the absence of any distinct recognition of an ultimate standard, would imply a 
complete survey and criticism of past and present ethical doctrine. It would, however, 
be easy to show that whatever steadiness or consistency these moral beliefs have at- 
tained, has been mainly due to the tacit influence of a standard not recognised. Al- 
though the non-existence of an acknowledged first principle has made ethics not so 
much a guide as a consecration of men’s actual sentiments, still, as men’s sentiments, 
both of favour and of aversion, are greatly influenced by what they suppose to be the 
effects of things upon their happiness, the principle of utility, or as Bentham latterly 
called it, the greatest happiness principle, has had a large share in forming the moral 
doctrines even of those who most scornfully reject its authority. Nor is there any 
school of thought which refuses to admit that the influence of actions on happiness is 
a most material and even predominant consideration in many of the details of morals, 
however unwilling to acknowledge it as the fundamental principle of morality, and 
the source of moral obligation. I might go much further, and say that to all those a pri- 
ori moralists who deem it necessary to argue at all, utilitarian arguments are indis- 
pensable. It is not my present purpose to criticise these thinkers; but I cannot help re- 
ferring, for illustration, to a systematic treatise by one of the most illustrious of them, 
the Metaphysics of Ethics, by Kant. This remarkable man, whose system of thought 
will long remain one of the landmarks in the history of philosophical speculation, 
does, in the treatise in question, lay down a universal first principle as the origin and 
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ground of moral obligation; it is this:—"So act, that the rule on which thou actest 
would admit of being adopted as a law by all rational beings.” But when he begins to 
deduce from this precept any of the actual duties of morality, he fails, almost 
grotesquely, to show that there would be any contradiction, any logical (not to say 
physical) impossibility, in the adoption by all rational beings of the most outra- 
geously immoral rules of conduct. All he shows is that the consequences of their uni- 
versal adoption would be such as no one would choose to incur. 


Then Mill gets down to the business of redefining utilitarianism. Like Bentham, he 
insists that the principle of utility cannot be proven as such, for it is the ultimate end in 
terms of which everything else is justified. But there is, Mill tells us, a “larger sense of 
the word ‘proof’”: 


On the present occasion, I shall, without further discussion of the other theories, at- 
tempt to contribute something towards the understanding and appreciation of the 
Utilitarian or Happiness theory, and towards such proof as it is susceptible of. It 

is evident that this cannot be proof in the ordinary 


Questions o f and popular meaning of the term. Questions of ulti- 

: mate ends are not amendable to direct proof. What- 
ultimate ends are ever can be proved to be good must be so by being 
not amendable to shown to be a means to something admitted to be 

, good without proof. The medical art is proved to be 
direct jis roof. good by its conducing to health; but how is it pos- 
Whatever can be sible to prove that health is good? The art of music 
proved to be good is good, for the reason, among others, that it pro- 

duces pleasure; but what proof is it possible to ive 
THES be so by that pleasure is good? If, then, it is asna dai there 
being shown to be is a comprehensive formula, including all things 
a means to some- which are in themselves good, and that whatever 
t hing admitted else is good, is not so as an end, but as a mean, the 
formula may be accepted or rejected, but is not a sub- 
to be good ject of what is commonly understood by proof. We 
without proof. are not, however, to infer that its acceptance or rejec- 


tion must depend on blind impulse, or arbitrary choice, 
There is a larger meaning of the word proof, in which this question is as amenable 
to it as any other of the disputed questions of philosophy. The subject is within the 
cognisance of the rational faculty; and neither does that faculty deal with it solely 
in the way of intuition. Considerations may be presented capable of determining 
the intellect either to give or withhold its assent to the doctrine; and this is equiva- 
lent to proof. 


Mill concerns himself with dispelling a popular misconception which views the prin- 
ciple of utility as advocating “usefulness” in opposition to pleasure. Here he points out 
that, by utility, proponents of the theory have always meant “not something to be con- 
tradistinguished from pleasure, but pleasure itself, together with exemption from pain.” 
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The Greatest Happiness Principle, in turn, holds that actions are right to the extent that 
they promote happiness and are wrong to the extent that they diminish happiness. By 
happiness, of course, Mill means pleasure and the absence of pain. Pleasure or happi- 
hess, according to Mill, is the only thing desirable as an end (it is therefore an intrinsic 
good) and all other desirable things are so desired for the pleasure that they produce. 
These other goods are simply means towards pleasure (and are therefore instrumental 
goods). 


A passing remark is all that needs be given to the ignorant blunder of supposing 
that those who stand up for utility as the test of right and wrong, use the term in that 
restricted and merely colloquial sense in which utility is opposed to pleasure. An 
apology is due to the philosophical opponents of utilitarianism, for even the mo- 
mentary appearance of confounding them with any one capable of so absurd a mis- 
conception; which is the more extraordinary, inasmuch as the contrary accusation, 
of referring everything to pleasure, and that too in its grossest form, is another of 
the common charges against utilitarianism: and, as has been pointedly remarked by 
an able writer, the same sort of persons, and often the very same persons, denounce 
the theory “as impracticably dry when the word utility precedes the word pleasure, 
and as too practicably voluptuous when the word pleasure precedes the word util- 
ity.” Those who know anything about the matter are aware that every writer, from 
Epicurus to Bentham, who maintained the theory of utility, meant by it, not some- 
thing to be contradistinguished from pleasure, but pleasure itself, together with ex- 
emption from pain; and instead of opposing the useful to the agreeable or the 
ornamental, have always declared that the useful means these, among other things. 
Yet the common herd, including the herd of writers, not only in newspapers and pe- 
riodicals, but in books of weight and pretension, are perpetually falling, into this 
shallow mistake. Having caught up the word utilitarian, while knowing nothing 
whatever about it but its sound, they habitually express by it the rejection, or the 
neglect, of pleasure in some of its forms; of beauty, of ornament, or of amusement. 
Nor is the term thus ignorantly misapplied solely in disparagement, but occasion- 
ally in compliment; as though it implied superiority to frivolity and the mere plea- 
sures of the moment. And this perverted use is the only one in which the word is 
popularly known, and the one from which the new generation are acquiring their 
sole notion of its meaning. Those who introduced the word, but who had for many 
years discontinued it as a distinctive appellation, may well feel themselves called 
upon to resume it, if by doing so they can hope to contribute anything towards res- 
cuing it from this utter degradation. 

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility or the Greatest 
Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to pro- 
mote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happi- 
ness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the 
Privation of pleasure. To give a clear view of the moral standard set up by the the- 
ory, much more requires to be said; in particular, what things it includes in the ideas 
of pain and pleasure; and to what extent this is left an open question. But these sup- 
plementary explanations do not affect the theory of life on which this theory of 
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morality is grounded—namely, that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only 
things desirable as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the 
utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in 
themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain. 


After defining the principle of utility, Mill turns his attention to the objection (one of- 
ten levied against the Epicureans) that to claim that pleasure is the highest good for hu- 
man beings is to degrade human life to the level of pigs. Mill responds that it is not the 
advocates of pleasure that degrade human life, but their critics since they assume that 
humans are only capable of the same types of pleasures as swine. Mill distinguishes be- 
tween higher and lower pleasures and says that humans, unlike pigs, are capable of both 
since we possess higher cognitive faculties. Hence, when Mill says that the highest 
good is pleasure, he is referring to the higher types of pleasures. 

How do we know which pleasures are higher or what makes one pleasure higher than 
another? Mill’s answer is quite simple: If we are considering two pleasures, then the 
higher pleasure will be the one that is preferred by those who have experienced both. 
Human beings will prefer to satisfy their higher faculties than their lower, even though 
the higher faculties are much more difficult to satisfy. Few among us would consent to 
exchange our life with the life of a satisfied pig, even if we seem to be less satisfied than 
a pig. We hardly think that the life of a satisfied pig is a dignified one. Thus, Mill claims 
that “it is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be 
Socrates satisfied than a fool satisfied.” 


Now, such a theory of life excites in many minds, and among them in some of 

the most estimable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dislike. To suppose that life 
has (as they express it) no higher end than pleasure—no better and nobler object of 
desire and pursuit—they designate as utterly mean and grovelling; as a doctrine 
worthy only of swine, to whom the followers of Epicurus were, at a very early pe- 
riod, contemptuously likened; and modern holders of the doctrine are occasionally 
made the subject of equally polite comparisons by its German, French, and English 
assailants. 

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered, that it is not they, but 
their accusers, who represent human nature in a degrading light; since the accusa- 
tion supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which 
swine are capable. If this supposition were true, the charge could not be gainsaid, 
but would then be no longer an imputation; for if the sources of pleasure were pre- 
cisely the same to human beings and to swine, the rule of life which is good enough 
for the one would be good enough for the other. The comparison of the Epicurean 
life to that of beasts is felt as degrading, precisely because a beast’s pleasures do 
not satisfy a human being’s conceptions of happiness. Human beings have faculties 
more elevated than the animal appetites, and when once made conscious of them, 
do not regard anything as happiness which does not include their gratification. I do 
not, indeed, consider the Epicureans to have been by any means faultless in draw- 
ing out their scheme of consequences from the utilitarian principle. To do this in 
any sufficient manner, many Stoic, as well as Christian elements require to be in- 
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cluded. But there is no known Epicurean theory of life which does not assign to the 
pleasures of the intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral senti- 
ments, a much higher value as pleasures than to those of mere sensation. It must be 
admitted, however, that utilitarian writers in general have placed the superiority of 
mental over bodily pleasures chiefly in the greater permanency, safety, uncostliness, 
etc., of the former—that is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their in- 
trinsic nature. And on all these points utilitarians have fully proved their case; but 
they might have taken the other, and, as it may be called, higher ground, with entire 
consistency. It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognise the fact, 


that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others. It 
would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as 
well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend on quan- 


tity alone. 


If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what makes 
one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its being 


Of two pleasures, 
if there be one to 
which all or 
almost all who 
have experience 
of both give a 
decided prefer- 
ence, irrespective 
of a feeling of 
moral obligation 
to prefer it, that is 
the more desirable 
pleasure. 


greater in amount, there is but one possible answer. Of 
two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all 
who have experietice of both give a decided prefer- 
ence, irrespective of a feeling of moral obligation to 
prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of 
the two is, by those who are competently acquainted 
with both, placed so far above the other that they 
prefer it, even though knowing it to be attended with a 
greater amount of discontent, and would not resign it 
for any quantity of the other pleasure which their na- 
ture is capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the 
preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality, so far out- 
weighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of 
small account. 

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are 
equally acquainted with, and equally capable of appre- 
ciating and enjoying, both, do give a most marked pref- 
erence to the manner of existence which employs their 
higher faculties. Few human creatures would consent 


to be changed into any of the lower animals, for a promise of the fullest allowance 
of a beast’s pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no in- 
structed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would 
be selfish and base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, 
or the rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs. They would 

not resign what they possess more than he for the most complete satisfaction of 

all the desires which they have in common with him. If they ever fancy they would, 
it is only in cases of unhappiness so extreme, that to escape from it they would ex- 
change their lot for almost any other. however undesirable in their own eyes. A 
being of higher faculties requires more to make him happy. is capable probably of 
more acute suffering, and certainly accessible to it at more points, than one of an 
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inferior type; but in spite of these liabilities, he can never really wish to sink into 
what he feels to be a lower grade of existence. We may give what explanation we 
please of this unwillingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given in- 
discriminately to some of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of 
which mankind are capable: we may refer it to the love of liberty and personal inde- 
pendence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most effective means 
for the inculcation of it; to the love of power, or to the love of excitement, both of 
which do really enter into and contribute to it: but its most appropriate appellation 
is a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in one form or other, and in 
some, though by no means in exact, proportion to their higher faculties, and which 
is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong, that nothing 
which conflicts with it could be, otherwise than momentarily, an object of desire to 
them. Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of happi- 
ness—that the superior being, in anything like equal circumstances, is not happier 
than the inferior—confounds the two very different ideas, of happiness, and con- 
tent. It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of enjoyment are low, has the 
greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly endowed being will al- 
ways feel that any happiness which he can look for, as the world is constituted, is 
imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and 
they will not make him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfec- 
tions, but only because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections qual- 
ify. It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be 
Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are of a differ- 
ent opinion, it is because they only know their own side of the question. The other 
party to the comparison knows both sides. 


Mill does recognize that cultivating the higher faculties is a very difficult thing to do. 
We know many among us who do not pursue the higher pleasures, but seem to con- 
stantly seek bodily satisfaction. Mill explains the behavior of these types of people in a 
number of ways: they may be lazy, they may have had little opportunity for cultivating 
their higher faculties in the past and are now incapable, they might be ignorant, or they 
may have what is referred to as “weakness of will.” Weakness of will refers to that fa- 
miliar experience of when we know what the right or good thing to do is, yet at the time 
of choosing it, we somehow give into temptation and fail to do so, 

Mill thinks that the cultivation of noble character is a necessary for the utilitarian, 
Not only will noble types be more receptive to cultivating their higher faculties and 
therefore more apt to pursue higher pleasures, but noble or virtuous people tend to make 
others happy. Since the goal of utilitarianism is to increase not just the agent's happi- 
ness but the greatest total amount of happiness of everyone, then the utilitarian is obli- 
gated to cultivate the virtues in himself and in others. Hence, we see an important 
modification of Bentham’s view. 


| It may be objected, that many who are capable of the higher pleasures, occasion- 
| ally, under the influence of temptation, postpone them to the lower. But this is quite 
compatible with a full appreciation of the intrinsic superiority of the higher. Men 
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often, from infirmity of character, make their election for the nearer good, though 
they know it to be the less valuable; and this no less when the choice is between 
two bodily pleasures, than when it is between bodily and mental. They pursue sen- 
sual indulgences to the injury of health, though perfectly aware that health is the 
greater good. It may be further objected, that many who begin with youthful enthu- 
siasm for everything noble, as they advance in years sink into indolence and selfish- 
ness. But I do not believe that those who undergo this very common change, 
voluntarily choose the lower description of pleasures in preference to the higher. I 
believe that before they devote themselves exclusively to the one, they have already 
become incapable of the other. Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a 
very tender plant, easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of 
sustenance; and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occu- 
pations to which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which 
it has thrown them, are not favourable to keeping that higher capacity in exercise. 
Men lose their high aspirations as they lose their intellectual tastes, because they 
have not time or opportunity for indulging them; and they addict themselves to in- 
ferior pleasures, not because they deliberately prefer them, but because they are ei- 
ther the only ones to which they have access, or the only ones which they are any 
longer capable of enjoying. It may be questioned whether any one who has re- 
mained equally susceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever knowingly and calmly 
preferred the lower; though many, in all ages, have broken down in an ineffectual 
attempt to combine both. 

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no ap- 
peal. On a question which is the best worth having of two pleasures, or which of 
two modes of existence is the most grateful to the feelings, apart from its moral at- 
tributes and from its consequences, the judgment of those who are qualified by 
knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that of the majority among them, must be ad- 
mitted as final. And there needs be the less hesitation to accept this judgment re- 
specting the quality of pleasures, since there is no other tribunal to be referred to 
even on the question of quantity. What means are there of determining which is the 
acutest of two pains, or the intensest of two pleasurable sensations, except the gen- 
eral suffrage of those who are familiar with both? Neither pains nor pleasures are 
homogeneous, and pain is always heterogeneous with pleasure. What is there to de- 
cide whether a particular pleasure is worth purchasing at the cost of a particular 
pain, except the feelings and judgment of the experienced? When, therefore, those 
feelings and judgment declare the pleasures derived from the higher faculties to be 
preferable in kind, apart from the question of intensity, to those of which the animal 
nature, disjoined from the higher faculties, is suspectible, they are entitled on this 
subject to the same regard. r 

I have dwelt on this point, as being a necessary part of a perfectly just concep- 
tion of Utility or Happiness, considered as the directive rule of human conduct. But 
it is by no means an indispensable condition to the acceptance of the utilitarian 
standard: for that standard is not the agent's own greatest happiness, but the greatest 
amount of happiness altogether; and if it may possibly be doubted whether a noble 
character is always the happier for its nobleness, there can be no doubt that it makes 
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other people happier, and that the world in general is immensely a gainer by it. Util- 
itarianism, therefore, could only attain its end by the general cultivation of noble- 
ness of character, even if each individual were only benefited by the nobleness of 
others, and his own, so far as happiness is concerned, were a sheer deduction from 
the benefit. But the bare enunciation of such an absurdity as this last, renders refuta- 
tion superfluous. 

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate 
end, with reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desirable 
(whether we are considering our own good or that of other people), is an existence 
exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoyments, both in 
point of quantity and quality; the test of quality, and the rule for measuring it 
against quantity, being the preference felt by those who in their opportunities of 
experience, to which must be added their habits of self-consciousness and self- 
observation, are best furnished with the means of comparison. This, being, accord- 
ing to the utilitarian opinion, the end of human action, is necessarily also the stan- 
dard of morality; which may accordingly be defined, the rules and precepts for 
human conduct, by the observance of which an existence such as has been de- 
scribed might be, to the greatest extent possible, secured to all mankind; and not to 
them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to the whole sentient creation. 


+ Why is Mill's modification of Bentham’s view so significant? 
Can you provide examples of higher pleasures? (Lower 
pleasures are pretty obvious.) Mill recognizes that humans 
do not always seek higher pleasures. What reasons does he 
give? 

+ Is Mill a hedonist? What is hedonism? How does hedonism 
differ from Aristotle's view of the good life? In what ways 
does Mill's notion of higher pleasure seem closer to Aristo- 
tle’s conception of eudaimonia? 

+ What problems do you find in trying to base a morality on 
considerations of pain and pleasure? 


H. THE CREATION OF MORALITY: 
NIETZSCHE AND EXISTENTIALISM 


The single term morality must not mislead us. We have been discussing not simply dif- 
ferent theories of morality (ethics) but different conceptions of morality, and that means 
different moralities, even if they should have many principles in common. The problem 
of relativism, in other words, is not confined to the comparison of exotically different 
cultures. It faces us in a far more urgent form in our own conceptions of morality. We 
might agree that killing without extreme provocation is wrong. But why do we believe 
that it is wrong? One person claims that it is wrong because the Ten Commandments 
(and therefore God) forbid it. Another says it is wrong because it is a mark of insensi- 
tivity and therefore a flaw in character. Another says it is wrong because it violates peo- 
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ples’ rights, while still another says it increases the amount of pain in the world without 
equally adding to happiness. They all agree that killing is wrong, but the different rea- 
sons point to different circumstances in which each would kill: the first, if God com- 
manded him or her to; the second, if the killing could be seen as a sign of strength and 
heroism; the third, if he or she found a way to take away people’s right to live or found 
another right that was overriding; the fourth, as a utilitarian, would only have to find a 
circumstance in which the death of one person was more than balanced by the increased 
welfare of the others (as in a criminal execution). 

From the three great moral philosophies we have studied, four such conceptions 
emerge. They all agree on many principles, but the reasons differ widely, and some of 
the principles do also. But most dramatic is the difference between Aristotle’s ancient 
Greek morality and Kant’s modern morality of duty. Kant’s morality may be taken as a 
fair representation of the modern Judeo-Christian morality in its strictest form: the em- 
phasis on moral principle and laws, the emphasis on reason and individual autonomy, the 
emphasis on good intentions (“a good will”) and doing one’s duty. There are small dif- 
ferences that we have already pointed out: the Greek emphasis on pride as a virtue in 
contrast to the Christian condemnation of pride as a “deadly sin” (or at least a personal- 
ity flaw) and its emphasis on humility. One of Aristotle’s first virtues was courage in 
battle, while most modern moralities consider that as a special case, not as a matter of 
being an everyday “good person” at all. This difference might well be attributed to the 
different political climates of the two societies. But that is not enough. As we shall see, 
the differences are much deeper than that. 

There are crucial differences between ancient and modern moral perspectives; the 
most striking is the difference in the scope of their applicability. In Aristotle’s moral 
philosophy, only a small elite is thought to be capable of true happiness (eudaimonia) 
through virtuous action and contemplation. Other people (women, slaves, noncitizens) 
may live comfortably enough and do their duties and chores efficiently, but they cannot 
be called “happy.” The elite, however, are characterized by their excellence, by their in- 
dividual achievements, including wealth, power, honor, intelligence, wit, and all of 
those rewards that come with an aristocratic upbringing, the best of education and a life 
that is guaranteed in basic comforts from birth. In Kant’s conception of morality, by 
contrast, all people who are rational (that is, everyone except morons, very young chil- 
dren, and popular musicians) are to be judged by the same moral standards, the stan- 
dards of duty. There are no elites. And since the judgments of moral worth are made 
Solely on the basis of good intentions, no “external” advantages are relevant to a per- 
son's goodness or badness. In fact, it is possible that a perfectly “good” person would, 
with only the best intentions, cause chaos and unhappiness around him wherever he 
goes. And the harder he tries to make amends, the more he fouls them up. Dostoyevski 
Wrote one of his greatest novels, The Idiot, about just this—a perfectly good man, with 
all the right intentions, causes suffering and even death every time he tries to do good. 
Yet the point is, he is, by this modern conception, still the perfectly good man. Aristotle 
would find this laughable. How could we call a man virtuous just because of his inten- 
tions? How can a perfect failure be an example of ideal goodness? h 

In Aristotle's morality, the only people who operate on the basis of duty are those g o 
are incapable of being truly good and truly happy. Duty is a morality for women and ser 
vants. For the elite, it is rather a question of personal excellence—in battle, in games, in 
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business, in love, in debate, and in all things, especially philosophy. And where Kant's 
morality mostly consists (like the Ten Commandments) of “thou shalt not . . .” Aristotle’s 
morality appropriately consists of personal desires and ambitions, not commands to 
achieve, and certainly not negative commands. The key element of Kant’s philosophy, 
duty, is treated minimally in Aristotle, where the emphasis is on personal growth and 
achievement. On the other side, the image of the well-rounded, successful man, excellent 
in all things and the envy of his fellow men, plays only a secondary role in Kant’s phi- 
losophy (for example, in his Doctrine of Virtue, the second part of the Metaphysics of 
Morals). For him, what is important is the person who does what he or she is supposed to 
do. For Aristotle, the ideal is to strive for personal excellence, and doing what a person is 
supposed to do is simply taken for granted along the way. 

Now notice that both moralities have many of the same results. Aristotle’s morality 
will praise many and condemn most of the same acts as Kant’s morality: Killing need- 
lessly and stealing are wrong; telling the truth and keeping promises are right. But their 
conceptions of morality, and consequently, their conceptions of people are distinctively 
different. As we appreciate the nature of this difference, we will be in a position to un- 
derstand one of the most dramatic moral revolutions of modern times, initiated by 
Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche called himself an immoralist, and he attacked morality 
as viciously as he attacked Christianity. But though he has often been interpreted as say- 
ing that we should give up morality and feel free to kill, steal, and commit crimes of all 
kinds, his moral philosophy does not in fact say that at all. What he did was to attack 
modern morality, as summarized by Kant and Christianity, and urge us to return to an- 
cient Greek morality as summarized by Aristotle. He also attacked utilitarianism, which 
he considered “vulgar.” Like a great many philosophers of the nineteenth century (par- 
ticularly German philosophers: Fichte, Hegel, Marx), Nietzsche saw in the ancient 
Greeks a sense of personal harmony and a sense of excellence that had been lost in the 
modern world. Nietzsche, like Aristotle, saw the concept of duty as fit for servants and 
slaves, but such a morality was wholly inadequate to motivate us to personal excellence 
and achievement. And Nietzsche, like Aristotle, was an unabashed elitist. Only a few 
people were capable of this “higher” morality. For the rest, the “slave morality” of duty 
would have to suffice. But for those few, nothing was more important than to give up the 
“thou shalt not . . .” of Judeo-Christian morality and seek out one’s own virtues and abil- 
ities. This does not mean that such a person need ever violate the laws of morality al- 
though it must be said that Nietzsche’s belligerent style and often warlike terminology 
certainly suggests that his master morality will include a good amount of cruelty and 
immorality. But it is clear that Nietzsche does not consider obedience to laws as the 
most important thing in life. Nor does this mean that Nietzsche is (as he is often thought 
to be) an ethical egoist. To say that a person should develop his or her own virtues and 
become excellent in as many ways as possible is not at all to say that one must act only 
in one’s own interests. As in Aristotle, the excellence of the individual is part of and 
contributes to the excellence of mankind as a whole. 

Nietzsche takes his central project as a philosopher to be what he calls “the creation 
of values.” In this he is rightly listed as one of the existentialist philosophers, or at least 
as one of their most important predecessors. The phrase is perhaps misleading, how- 

ever. What Nietzsche is doing is not inventing new values so much as reasserting very 
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old ones. Furthermore, Nietzsche, like Aristotle, takes ethics to be based solely upon 
human nature, and so it is not a question of “creating values” so much as finding them 
in oneself. But where such a philosophy for Aristotle was in agreement with most of the 
thinking of his times, Nietzsche’s thought was a radical disruption of the usual Kantian 
style of thinking of the modern period and so takes on the tone of violent destructiveness 
rather than—as in Aristotle—the self-satisfied tones of a gentleman. Since Nietzsche, 
unlike Aristotle, did not believe that every human “nature” was the same, he taught that 
different individuals would most assuredly find and follow different values, different 
conceptions of excellence and thus have different moralities. For this reason, students 
who read Nietzsche looking for concrete moral advice, a set of principles to act on, are 
always disappointed. His central teaching is rather “follow yourself, don’t follow me.” 
Consequently, he can’t—and won’t—try to tell you how to live. But he does tell you to 
live and to give up the servile views that we have held of ourselves for many centuries. 

Nietzsche’s moral philosophy is largely critical, and most of his efforts have gone 
into the rejection of Kant’s conception of morality in order to make room for individual 
self-achieving as found in Aristotle. His argument, however, is not a refutation in the 
usual sense. Instead, he undermines morality by showing that the motivation behind it is 
decrepit and weak. Categories of Nietzsche’s philosophy are strength and weakness, 
and he considers the Greek tradition of personal excellence a source of strength, the 
modern conception of morality a facade for weakness. Accordingly, he calls the first a 
“master morality,” the second, a “slave morality” or, with reference to modern mass 
movements, a “herd instinct.” The excerpts that follow, therefore, illustrate Nietzsche’s 
general attack on morality. But never forget that his purpose is not merely destructive 
but, in his eyes, creative, and the point is to get us to look to ourselves for values and to 
excel, each in our own ways (the phrase “will to power” refers to just this effort to excel 
as individuals). 


ON “MORALITY AS HERD-INSTINCT” 
BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE! 


Wherever we meet with a morality we find a valuation and order of rank of the hu- 
man impulses and activities. These valuations and orders of rank are always the ex- 
pression of the needs of a community or herd: that 
By morality the in- which is in the first place to its advantage—and in the 
ivi = Si ird place—is also the authoritative 
div f second place and third p s also V 
pei ip g standard for the worth of every individual. By morality 
to become afi unc- the individual is taught to become a function of the 
tion of the herd, herd, and to ascribe to himself value only as a function. 
; As the conditions for the maintenance of one commu- 
4 t. . 
ony s ascribe nity have been very different from those of another 
te himself value community, there have been very different moralities; 


only as a function. and in respect to the future essential transformations of 


'Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. Walter Kaufmann, New York: Random House, 1974. 
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herd and communities, states and societies, one can prophesy that there will still be 
very divergent moralities. Morality is the herd-instinct in the individual. 


ON “MASTER AND SLAVE MORALITY” 
BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE~ 


Even apart from the value of such claims as “there is a categorical imperative in 
us,” one can still always ask: what does such a claim tell us about the man who 
makes it? There are moralities which are meant to justify their creator before oth- 
ers. Other moralities are meant to calm him and lead him to be satisfied with him- 
self. With yet others he wants to crucify himself and humiliate himself. With others 
he wants to wreak revenge, with others conceal himself, with others transfigure 
himself and place himself way up, at a distance. This morality is used by its creator 
to forget, that one to have others forget him or something about him. Some moral- 
ists want to vent their power and creative whims on humanity; some others, perhaps 
including Kant, suggest with their morality: “What deserves respect in me is that I 
can obey—and you ought not to be different from me.”—In short, moralities are 
also merely a sign language of the emotions. 

eee 

Wandering through the many subtler and coarser moralities which have so far 
been prevalent on earth, or still are prevalent, I found that certain features recurred 
regularly together and were closely associated—until I finally discovered two basic 
types and one basic difference. 

There are master morality and slave morality—I add immediately that in all the 
higher and more mixed cultures there also appear attempts at mediation between 
these two moralities, and yet more often the interpenetration and mutual misunder- 
standing of both, and at times they occur directly alongside each other—even in the 
same human being, within a single soul. The moral discrimination of values has 
originated either among a ruling group whose consciousness of its difference from 
the ruled group was accompanied by delight—or among the ruled, the slaves and 
dependents of every degree. 

In the first case, when the ruling group determines what is “good,” the exalted, 
proud states of the soul are experienced as conferring distinction and determining 
the order of rank. The noble human being separates from himself those in whom 
the opposite of such exalted, proud states finds expression: he despises them. It 
should be noted immediately that in this first type of morality the opposition of 
“good” and “bad” means approximately the same as “noble” and “contemptible.” 
(The opposition of “good” and “evil” has a different origin.) One feels contempt for 
the cowardly, the anxious, the petty, those intent on narrow utility; also for the sus- 
picious with their unfree glances, those who humble themselves, the doglike people 
who allow themselves to be maltreated, the begging flatterers, above all the liars: it 


Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Walter Kaufmann, New York: Random House, 1967 
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is part of the fundamental faith of all aristocrats that the common people lie. “We 
truthful ones’”—thus the nobility of ancient Greece referred to itself. 

It is obvious that moral designations were everywhere first applied to human be- 
ings and only later, derivatively, to actions. Therefore it is a gross mistake when his- 
torians of morality start from such questions as: why was the compassionate act 
praised? The noble type of man experiences itself as determining values; it does not 
need approval; it judges, “what is harmful to me is harmful in itself”; it knows itself 
to be that which first accords honor to things; it is value-creating. Everything it 
knows as part of itself it honors: such a morality is self-glorification. 

oe 

It is different with the second type of morality, slave morality. Suppose the vio- 
lated, oppressed, suffering, unfree, who are uncertain of themselves and weary, mor- 
alize: what will their moral valuations have in common? Probably, a pessimistic 
suspicion about the whole condition of man will find expression, perhaps a condem- 
nation of man along with his condition. The slave’s eye is not favorable to the virtues 
of the powerful: he is skeptical and suspicious, subtly suspicious, of all the “good” 
that is honored there—he would like to persuade himself that even their happiness is 
not genuine. Conversely, those qualities are brought out and flooded with light which 
serve to ease existence for those who suffer: here pity, the complaisant and obliging 
hand, the warm heart, patience, industry, humility, and friendliness are honored—for 
here these are the most useful qualities and almost the only means for enduring the 
pressure of existence, Slave morality is essentially a morality of utility. 

Here is the place for the origin of that famous opposition of “good” and “evil”: 
into evil one’s feelings project power and dangerousness, a certain terribleness, sub- 
tlety, and strength that does not permit contempt to develop. According to slave 
morality, those who are “evil” thus inspire fear; according to master morality itis 
precisely those who are “good” that inspire, and wish to inspire, fear, while the 
“bad” are felt to be contemptible. 

The opposition reaches its climax when, as a logical consequence of slave À 
morality, a touch of disdain is associated also with the “good” of this morality—this 
may be slight and benevolent—because the good human being has to be undanger- 
ous in the slaves’ way of thinking: he is good-natured, easy to deceive, a little 
stupid. 

eee 

Genuine philosophers . . . are commanders and legislators: they say, “thus it 
shall be!” They first determine the Whither and For What of man, and in so doing 
have at their disposal the preliminary labor of all philosophical laborers, all who 
have overcome the past. With a creative hand they reach for the future, and all that 
is and has been becomes a means for them, an instrument, a hammer. Their “know- 
ing” is creating, their creating is a legislation, their will to truth is—will to power. 

Are there such philosophers today? Have there been such philosophers yet? 


Must there not be such philosophers? 


o In what respects does Nietzsche advocate an Aristotelian 


morality? 
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e What are “master morality” and “slave morality” ? What do 
these two ethical perspectives suggest about the nature of 
morality? 


Nietzsche is often viewed as the most extreme of the antimoralists, those who attack 
the traditional duty-bound Kantian-Christian conception of morality. In fact, he is but 
one among many philosophers who have rejected that morality in exchange for a more 
personal and individual set of principles. Given his emphasis on human “nature,” we 
can say that even Nietzsche is much more traditional than is usually supposed (though it 
is the Aristotelian, not the Kantian tradition). In the past few decades, however, morality 
has become far more personalized than even Nietzsche suggested. In Anglo-American 
philosophy, largely in the wake of logical positivism, ethics has been reduced to a mat- 
ter of emotions, prescriptions, and attitudes rather than principles and rational laws. 
(Ironically, Nietzsche has always been in extreme disfavor among such philosophers 
while Kant has been considered with extreme favor.) 

The attack on the absolute moral principles of reason, which are the same for every- 
one, has been one of the most vigorous philosophical movements of the twentieth cen- 
tury, so much so that many philosophers, religious leaders, and moralists have become 
alarmed at the destruction of uniform moral codes and have attempted to reassert the 
old moral laws in new ways. The problem is one of relativism. Is there a single moral 
code? Or are there possibly as many moralities as there are people? There are interme- 
diary suggestions, such as relativizing morals to particular groups or societies, but the 
question is still the same: “Is there ultimately any way of defending one moral code 
against any other?” 

The most extreme relativist position of all has emerged from Nietzsche’s existential- 
ist successors, particularly Jean-Paul Sartre. In Sartre’s philosophy, not only the idea of 
a uniform morality but the idea of a human nature upon which this morality might be 
based is completely rejected. Not because different people might have different “natures,” 
as in Nietzsche, but because for Sartre our values are quite literally a question of creation, 
of personal commitment. In answer to any question about morality, the only ultimate an- 
swer is “because I choose to accept these values.” But what is most fascinating about 
Sartre’s conception of morality as choice is that he does not therefore abandon general 
principles as Nietzsche does. Quite the contrary, he adopts an almost Kantian stance about 
the need to choose principles for all mankind, not just oneself. The difference is that 
Sartre, unlike Kant, makes no claims about the singular correctness of these principles. 
All he can say is “this is what I choose mankind to be.” Thus Sartre’s moral philosophy 
is a curious mixture of the most radical relativism and the most traditional moralizing. 


FROM EXISTENTIALISM AS A HUMANISM 
py JEAN-PAUL SARTRE?! 


Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself. That is the first principle of 
existentialism. And this is what people call its “subjectivity,” using the word as a re- 


2Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism as a Humanism, trans. Philip Mairet, New York: Philosophical Library of 
New York, 1949. Reprinted by permission. 
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proach against us. But what do we mean to say by this, but that man is of a greater 
dignity than a stone or a table? For we mean to say that man primarily exists—that 
man is, before all else, something which propels itself towards a future and is aware 
that it is doing so. Man is, indeed, a project which possesses a subjective life, in- 
stead of being a kind of moss, or a fungus or a cauliflower. Before that projection of 


When we say that 
man is responsible 
for himself, we do 
not mean that he is 
responsible only 
for his own indi- 
viduality, but that 
he is responsible 
for all men. 


the self nothing exists; not even in the heaven of intelligence; man will only attain 
existence when he is what he purposes to be. Not, however, what he may wish to 
be. For what we usually understand by wishing or willing is a conscious decision 
taken—much more often than not—after we have made ourselves what we are. I 
may wish to join a party, to write a book or to marry—but in such a case what is 
usually called my will is probably a manifestation of a prior and more spontaneous 
decision. If, however, it is true that existence is prior to essence, man is responsible 
for what he is. Thus, the first effect of existentialism is that it puts every man in 


possession of himself as he is, and places the entire re- 
sponsibility for his existence squarely upon his own 
shoulders. And, when we say that man is responsible 
for himself, we do not mean that he is responsible 
only for his own individuality, but that he is responsi- 
ble for all men. The word “subjectivism” is to be un- 
derstood in two senses, and our adversaries play upon 
only one of them. Subjectivism means, on the one 
hand, the freedom of the individual subject and, on the 
other, that man cannot pass beyond human subjectiv- 
ity. It is the latter which is the deeper meaning of exis- 
tentialism. When we say that man chooses himself, we 
do mean that every one of us must choose himself; but 


by that we also mean that in choosing for himself he 
chooses for all men. For in effect, of all the actions a man may take in order to cre- 
ate himself as he wills to be, there is not one which is not creative, at the same 
time, of an image of man such as he believes he ought to be. To choose between 
this or that is at the same time to affirm the value of that which is chosen; for we 
are unable ever to choose the worse. What we choose is always the better and noth- 
ing can be better for us unless it is better for all. If, moreover, existence precedes 
essence and we will to exist at the same time as we fashion our image, that image is 
valid for all and for the entire epoch in which we find ourselves. Our responsibility 
is thus much greater than we had supposed, for it concerns mankind as a whole. If I 
am a worker, for instance, I may choose to join a Christian rather than a Communist 
trade union. And if, by that membership, I choose to signify that resignation is, af- 
ter all, the attitude that best becomes a man, that man’s kingdom is not upon this 
earth, I do not commit myself alone to that view. Resignation is my will for every- 
one, and my action is, in consequence, a commitment on behalf of all mankind. Or 
if, to take a more personal case, I decide to marry and to have children, even though 
this decision proceeds simply from my situation, from my passion or my desire, I 
am thereby committing not only myself, but humanity as a whole, to the practice of 
monogamy. I am thus responsible for myself and for all men, and I am creating a 
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certain image of man as I would have him to be. In fashioning myself I fashion 


man. 
eee 


Who can prove that I am the proper person to impose, by my own choice, my 
conception of man upon mankind? I shall never find any proof whatever; there will 
be no sign to convince me of it. 

eee 

If I regard a certain course of action as good, it is only I who choose to say that 
it is good and not bad. . . . nevertheless I also am obliged at every instant to perform 
actions which are examples. Everything happens to every man as though the whole 
human race had its eyes fixed upon what he is doing and regulated its conduct 
accordingly. 

eee 

As an example by which you may the better understand this state of abandon- 
ment, I will refer to the case of a pupil of mine, who sought me out in the following 
circumstances. His father was quarrelling with his mother and was also inclined to 
be a “collaborator”; his elder brother had been killed in the German offensive of 
1940 and this young man, with a sentiment somewhat primitive but generous, 
burned to avenge him. His mother was living alone with him, deeply afflicted by 
the semi-treason of his father and by the death of her eldest son, and her only con- 
solation was in this young man. But he, at this momemt, had the choice between 
going to England to join the Free French Forces or of staying near his mother, and 
helping her to live. He fully realized that this woman lived only for him and that his 
disappearance—or perhaps his death—would plunge her into despair. He also real- 
ized that, concretely and in fact, every action he performed on his mother’s behalf 
would be sure of effect in the sense of aiding her to live, whereas anything he did in 
order to go and fight would be an ambiguous action which might vanish like water 
into sand and serve no purpose. For instance, to set out for England he would have 
to wait indefinitely in a Spanish camp on the way through Spain; or, on arriving in 
England or in Algiers he might be put into an office to fill up forms. Consequently, 
he found himself confronted by two very different modes of action; the one con- 
crete, immediate, but directed towards only one individual; and the other an action 
addressed to an end infinitely greater, a national collectivity, but for that very reason 
ambiguous—and it might be frustrated on the way. At the same time, he was hesi- 
tating between two kinds of morality; on the one side the morality of sympathy, of 
personal devotion and, on the other side, a morality of wider scope but of more de- 
batable validity. He had to choose between those two. What could help him to 
choose? Could the Christian doctrine? No. Christian doctrine says: Act with charity, 
love your neighbour, deny yourself for others, choose the way which is hardest, and 
so forth. But which is the harder road? To whom does one owe the more brotherly 
love, the patriot or the mother? Which is the more useful aim, the general one of 
fighting in and for the whole community, or the precise aim of helping one particu- 
lar person to live? Who can give an answer to that a priori? No one. Nor is it given 
in any ethical scripture. The Kantian ethic says, Never regard another as a means, 
but always as an end. Very well; if I remain with my mother, I shall be regarding 
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her as the end and not as a means: but by the same token I am in danger of treating 
as means those who are fighting on my behalf; and the converse is also true, that if I 
go to the aid of the combatants I shall be treating them as the end at the risk of 
treating my mother as a means. 

If values are uncertain, if they are still too abstract to determine the particular, 
concrete case under consideration, nothing remains but to trust in our instincts. That 
is what this young man tried to do; and when I saw him he said, “In the end, it is 
feeling that counts; the direction in which it is really pushing me is the one I ought 
to choose. If I feel that I love my mother enough to sacrifice everything else for 
her—my will to be avenged, all my longings for action and adventure—then I stay 
with her. If, on the contrary, I feel that my love for her is not enough, I go.” But 
how does one estimate the strength of a feeling? The value of his feeling for his 
mother was determined precisely by the fact that he was standing by her. I may say 
that I love a certain friend enough to sacrifice such or such a sum of money for him, 
but I cannot prove that unless I have done it. I may say, “I love my mother enough 
to remain with her,” if actually I have remained with her. I can only estimate the 
strength of this affection if I have performed an action by which it is defined and 
ratified. But if I then appeal to this affection to justify my action, I find myself 
drawn into a vicious circle. 

eee 

In other words, feeling is formed by the deeds that one does; therefore I cannot 
consult it as a guide to action. And that is to say that I can neither seek within my- 
self for an authentic impulse to action, nor can I expect, from some ethic, formulae 
that will enable me to act. You may say that the youth did, at least, go to a professor 
to ask for advice. But if you seek counsel—from a priest, for example—you have 
selected that priest; and at bottom you already knew, more or less, what he would 
advise. In other words, to choose an adviser is nevertheless to commit oneself by 
that choice. If you are a Christian, you will say, Consult a priest; but there are col- 
laborationists, priests who are resisters and priests who wait for the tide to turn: 
which will you choose? Had this young man chosen a priest of the resistance, or 
one of the collaboration, he would have decided beforehand the kind of advice he 
was to receive. Similarly, in coming to me, he knew what advice I should give him, 
and I had but one reply to make. You are free, therefore choose—that is to say, in- 
vent. No rule of general morality can show you what you ought to do. 

To say that it does not matter what you choose is not correct. In one sense choice 
is possible, but what is not possible is not to choose. I can always choose but I must 
know that if I do not choose, that is still a choice. This although it may appear 
merely formal, is of great importance as a limit to fantasy and caprice. For, when I 
confront a real situation—for example, that I am a sexual being, able to have rela- 
tions with a being of the other sex and able to have children—I am obliged to 
choose my attitude to it, and in every respect I bear the responsibility of the choice 
which, in committing myself, also commits the whole of humanity. . MG Man finds 
himself in an organized situation in which he is himself involved: his choice in- 
volves mankind in its entirety, and he cannot avoid choosing. Either he must remain 
Single, or he must marry without having children, or he must marry and have chil- 
dren. In any case, and whichever he may choose, it is impossible for him, in respect 
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of this situation, not to take complete responsibility. Doubtless he chooses without 
reference to any pre-established values, but it is unjust to tax him with caprice. 
Rather let us say that the moral choice is comparable to the construction of a work 
of art. 
eee 

No one can tell what the painting of tomorrow will be like; one cannot judge a 
painting until it is done. What has that to do with morality: We are in the same cre- 
ative situation. We never speak of a work of art as irresponsible; when we are dis- 
cussing a canvas by Picasso, we understand very well that the composition became 
what it is at the time when he was painting it, and that his works are part and parcel 
of his entire life. 

It is the same upon the plane of morality. There is this in common between art 
and morality, that in both we have to do with creation and invention. We cannot de- 

cide a priori what it is that should be done. I think it 


There is this in was made sufficiently clear to you in the case of that 
common between student who came to see me, that to whatever ethical 
i system he might appeal, the Kantian or any other, he 

art and mor ality, could find no sort of guidance whatever; he was 
that in both we obliged to invent the law for himself. Certainly we can- 
have to do with not say that this man, in choosing to remain with his 

7 £ mother—that is, in taking sentiment, personal devotion 
creation and in- and concrete charity as his moral foundations—would 
vention. We cannot be making an irresponsible choice, nor could we do so 
decide a p riori if he preferred the sacrifice of going away to England. 

mae Man makes himself; he is not found ready-made; he 
what it is that makes himself by the choice of his morality, and he 
should be done. cannot but choose a morality, such is the pressure of 

circumstances upon him. 


Sartre says that “man makes himself.” He believes this to be true both individually 
and collectively. It is through my actions that I commit myself to values, not through 
principles I accept a priori or rules that are imposed upon me by God or society. If you 
accept the voice of some authority, you have chosen to accept that authority rather than 
some other. If you appeal for advice or help, you have chosen to seek that kind of advice 
rather than some other kind. If you refuse to choose between alternatives, then you are 
responsible for neglecting both or all the alternatives, for “copping-out.” In any case, 
you must do something, even if what you do is “doing nothing” (that is, not taking one 
of the important alternatives before you). 

Here is Sartre’s reply to his predecessors: We are no longer in the position of Aristo- 
tle, in which morality appears to us as a given, as “natural,” and without alternatives of 
the most irresolvable kind. We can no longer trust our “sentiments,” as Hume did, for 
we now find ourselves torn with conflicting sentiments of every kind. We can no longer 
accept the a priori moralizing of Kant, for we now see that the circumstances in which 
we must act are never so simple that they will allow for a simple “categorical” impera- 
tive. And even “the greatest good for the greatest number” no longer provides a guide 
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for our actions, for we no longer pretend that we can calculate the consequences of our 
actions with any such accuracy. Besides, who is to say what “the greatest good” or, for 
that matter, “the greatest number” is today? Against all of this, Sartre argues that there 
is simply our choice of actions and values, together with their consequences, whatever 
they are. There is no justification for these and no “right” or “wrong.” But this does not 
mean that we need not choose or that it is all “arbitrary.” To the contrary, the upshot of 
Sartre’s thesis is precisely that we are always choosing and that morality is nothing 
other than our commitments, at least for the present, to those values we choose to follow 
through our actions. 


+ Does anything make an act good for Sartre? How is Sartre's 
view still in the Kantian tradition? (Hint: “In choosing for 
himself he chooses for all men.”) How is it very different? 
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One of the most obvious features of so much of the moral philosophy we have been ex- 
amining is its focus on (or occasionally the denial of) the centrality of abstract principles 
of reason. Kant, most obviously, celebrates the a priori dictates of practical reason as the 
core of morality, and Mill, though the nature of his utilitarian principles may be quite dif- 
ferent, nevertheless emphasizes the importance of a calculative impersonal principle in 
the determination of right and wrong. In recent decades, however, an enormous volume 
of literature has appeared challenging this view of morality as something essentially ra- 
tional, principled, and impersonal. Twenty years ago, the Harvard psychologist Carol 
Gilligan argued at some length that women tended to think about moral issues differently 
than men did, and ever since, there has been a booming business in trying to define and 
sort out the differences between the two. Of course, many of the features emphasized in 
feminist ethics, for instance, a healthy attention to personal feelings as well as (or rather 
than) impersonal reason, were anticipated by earlier male philosophers, such as Hume 
and Rousseau. Some of the features of feminist ethics are indeed distinctively female, 
such as the ability to give birth to a child and the experience of motherhood. In the fol- 
lowing essay, Virginia Held, philosopher and feminist, attempts to spell out some of 
these differences and suggests new directions for moral thinking on the basis of them. 
Then philosopher John Corvino challenges the idea that homosexuality is “unnatural.” 


ON FEMINIST ETHICS 
BY VIRGINIA HELD” 


The history of philosophy, including the history of ethics, has been constructed 
from male points of view, and has been built on assumptions and concepts that are 
“Virginia Held, “Feminist Transformations of Moral Theory,” in Philosophy and Phenomenological Re- 
search, Vol. L, Supplement (Fall 1990). Copyright © 1990 by Brown University. Reprinted by permission of 

the publisher. 
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by no means gender-neutral. Feminists characteristically begin with different con- 
cerns and give different emphases to the issues we consider than do non-feminist 
approaches. And, as Lorraine Code expresses it, “starting points and focal points 
shape the impact of theoretical discussion.” Within philosophy, feminists often start 
with, and focus on, quite different issues than those found in standard philosophy 
and ethics, however “standard” is understood. Far from providing mere additional 
insights which can be incorporated into traditional theory, feminist explorations of- 
ten require radical transformations of existing fields of inquiry and theory. From a 
feminist point of view, moral theory along with almost all theory will have to be 
transformed to take adequate account of the experience of women. 

eee 


THE HISTORY OF ETHICS 


Consider the ideals embodied in the phrase “the man of reason.” As Genevieve 
Lloyd has told the story, what has been taken to characterize the man of reason may 
have changed from historical period to historical period, but in each, the character 
ideal of the man of reason has been constructed in conjunction with a rejection of 
whatever has been taken to be characteristic of the feminine. “Rationality,” Lloyd 
writes, “has been conceived as transcendence of the ‘feminine,’ and the ‘feminine’ 
itself has been partly constituted by its occurrence within this structure. 

This has of course fundamentally affected the history of philosophy and of 
ethics. The split between reason and emotion is one of the most familiar of philo- 
sophical conceptions. And the advocacy of reason “controlling” unruly emotion, of 
rationality guiding responsible human action against the blindness of passion, has a 
long and highly influential history, almost as familiar to non-philosophers as to 
philosophers. We should certainly now be alert to the ways in which reason has 
been associated with male endeavor, emotion with female weakness, and the ways 
in which this is of course not an accidental association. As Lloyd writes, “From the 
beginnings of philosophical thought, femaleness was symbolically associated with 
what Reason supposedly left behind—the dark powers of the earth goddesses, im- 
mersion in unknown forces associated with mysterious female powers. The early 
Greeks saw women’s capacity to conceive as connecting them with the fertility of 
Nature. As Plato later expressed the thought, women ‘imitate the earth.” 

eee 

The associations, between Reason, form, knowledge, and maleness, have per- 
sisted in various guises, and have permeated what has been thought to be moral 
knowledge as well as what has been thought to be scientific knowledge, and what 
has been thought to be the practice of morality. The associations between the philo- 
sophical concepts and gender cannot be merely dropped, and the concepts retained 
regardless of gender, because gender has been built into them in such a way that 
without it, they will have to be different concepts. As feminists repeatedly show, 
if the concept of “human” were built on what we think about “woman” rather 
than what we think about “man,” it would be a very different concept. Ethics, thus, 
has not been a search for universal, or truly human guidance, but a gender-biased 

enterprise. 
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Other distinctions and associations have supplemented and reinforced the 
identification of reason with maleness, and of the irrational with the female; on this 
and other grounds “man” has been associated with the human, “woman” with the 
natural. Prominent among distinctions reinforcing the latter view has been that be- 
tween the public and the private, because of the way they have been interpreted. 
Again, these provide as familiar and entrenched a framework as do reason and emo- 
tion, and they have been as influential for non-philosophers as for philosophers. It 
has been supposed that in the public realm, man transcends his animal nature and 
creates human history. As citizen, he creates government and law; as warrior, he 
protects society by his willingness to risk death; and as artist or philosopher, he 
overcomes his human mortality. Here, in the public realm, morality should guide 
human decision. In the household, in contrast, it has been supposed that women 
merely “reproduce” life as natural, biological matter. Within the household, the 
“natural” needs of man for food and shelter are served, and new instances of the bi- 
ological creature that man is are brought into being. But what is distinctively hu- 
man, and what transcends any given level of development to create human progress, 
are thought to occur elsewhere. 

This contrast was made highly explicit in Aristotle’s conceptions of polis and 
household; it has continued to affect the basic assumptions of a remarkably broad 
swath of thought ever since. In ancient Athens, women were confined to the house- 
hold; the public sphere was literally a male domain. In more recent history, though 
women have been permitted to venture into public space, the associations of the 
public, historically male sphere with the distinctively human, and of the household, 
historically a female sphere, with the merely natural and repetitious, have persisted. 
These associations have deeply affected moral theory, which has often supposed the 
transcendent, public domain to be relevant to the foundations of morality in ways 
that the natural behavior of women in the household could not be. To take some re- 
cent and representative examples, David Heyd, in his discussion of supererogation, 
dismisses a mother’s sacrifice for her child as an example of the supererogatory be- 
cause it belongs, in his view, to “the sphere of natural relationships and instinctive 
feelings (which lie outside morality).” J. O. Urmson had earlier taken a similar po- 
sition. In his discussion of supererogation, Urmson said, “Let us be clear that we 
are not now considering cases of natural affection, such as the sacrifice made by a 
mother for her child; such cases may be said with some justice not to fall under the 
concept of morality. . . .” And in a recent article called “Distrusting Economics,” 
Alan Ryan argues persuasively about the questionableness of economics and 
other branches of the social sciences built on the assumption that human beings 
are rational, self-interested calculators; he discusses various examples of non self- 
interested behavior, such as of men in wartime, which show the assumption to be 
false, but nowhere in the article is there any mention of the activity of mothering, 
which would seem to be a fertile locus for doubts about the usual picture of rational 
man. Although Ryan does not provide the kind of explicit reason offered by Heyd 
and Urmson for omitting the context of mothering from consideration as relevant to 
his discussion, it is difficult to understand the omission without a comparable as- 
sumption being implicit here, as it so often is elsewhere. Without feminist insis- 
tence on the relevance for morality of the experience in mothering, this context is 
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largely ignored by moral theorists. And yet, from a gender-neutral point of view, 
how can this vast and fundamental domain of human experience possibly be imag- 
ined to lie “outside morality”? 

The result of the public/private distinction, as usually formulated, has been to 
privilege the points of view of men in the public domains of state and law, and later 


Mothering has 
been conceptual- 
ized as a primarily 
biological activity, 
even when per- 
formed by humans, 
and virtually no 
moral theory in 
the history of 
ethics has taken 
mothering, as 
experienced by 
women, seriously 
as a source of 
moral insight. 


in the marketplace, and to discount the experience of 
women. Mothering has been conceptualized as a pri- 
marily biological activity, even when performed by hu- 
mans, and virtually no moral theory in the history of 
ethics has taken mothering, as experienced by women, 
seriously as a source of moral insight, until feminists in 
recent years have begun to. Women have been seen as 
emotional rather than as rational beings, and thus as in- 
capable of full moral personhood. Women’s behavior 
has been interpreted as either “natural” and driven by 
instinct, and thus as irrelevant to morality and to the 
construction of moral principles, or it has been inter- 
preted as, at best, in need of instruction and supervi- 
sion by males better able to know what morality 
requires and better able to live up to its demands. 

The Hobbesian conception of reason is very differ- 
ent from the Platonic or Aristotelian conceptions be- 
fore it, and from the conceptions of Rousseau or Kant 
or Hegel later; all have in common that they ignore and 
disparage the experience and reality of women. Con- 
sider Hobbes’ account of man in the state of nature 
contracting with other men to establish society. These 


men hypothetically come into existence fully formed and independent of one an- 
other, and decide on entering or staying outside of civil society. As Christine 

Di Stefano writes, “What we find in Hobbes’s account of human nature and politi- 
cal order is a vital concern with the survival of a self conceived in masculine 
terms. . . . This masculine dimension of Hobbes’s atomistic egoism is powerfully 


underscored in his state of nature, which is effectively built on the foundation of de- 
nied maternity.” In Citizen, where Hobbes gave his first systematic exposition of 
the state of nature, he asks us to “consider men as if but even now sprung out of the 
earth, and suddenly, like mushrooms, come to full maturity, without all kinds of en- 
gagement with each other.” As Di Stefano says, it is a most incredible and problem- 
atic feature of Hobbes’s state of nature that the men in it “are not born of, much less 
nurtured by, women, or anyone else.” To abstract from the complex web of human 
reality an abstract man for rational perusal, Hobbes has, Di Stefano continues, “ex- 
punged human reproduction and early nurturance, two of the most basic and typi- 
cally female-identified features of distinctively human life, from his account of 
basic human nature. Such a strategy ensures that he can present a thoroughly atom- 
istic subject. . . .” From the point of view of women’s experience, such a subject or 
self is unbelievable and misleading, even as a theoretical construct. The Leviathan, 
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Di Stefano writes, “is effectively comprised of a body politic of orphans who have 
reared themselves, whose desires are situated within and reflect nothing but inde- 
pendently generated movement. . . . These essential elements are natural human be- 
ings conceived along masculine lines.” 

Rousseau, and Kant, and Hegel, paid homage to the emotional power, the aes- 
thetic sensibility, and the familial concerns, respectively, of women. But since in 
their views morality must be based on rational principle, and women were 
incapable of full rationality, or a degree or kind of rationality comparable to that of 
men, women were deemed, in the view of these moralists, to be inherently wanting 
in morality. For Rousseau, women must be trained from childhood to submit to the 
will of men lest their sexual power lead both men and women to disaster. For Kant, 
women were thought incapable of achieving full moral personhood, and women 
lose all charm if they try to behave like men by engaging in rational pursuits. For 
Hegel, women’s moral concern for their families could be admirable in its proper 
place, but is a threat to the more universal aims to which men, as members of the 
state, should aspire. 

These images, of the feminine as what must be overcome if knowledge and 
morality are to be achieved, of female experience as naturally irrelevant to morality, 
and of women as inherently deficient moral creatures, are built into the history of 
ethics. Feminists examine these images, and see that they are not the incidental or 
merely idiosyncratic suppositions of a few philosophers whose views on many top- 
ics depart far from the ordinary anyway. Such views are the nearly uniform reflec- 
tion in philosophical and ethical theory of patriarchal attitudes pervasive throughout 
human history. Or they are exaggerations even of ordinary male experience, which 
exaggerations then reinforce rather than temper other patriarchal conceptions and 
institutions. They distort the actual experience and aspirations of many men as well 
as of women. Annette Baier recently speculated about why it is that moral philoso- 
phy has so seriously overlooked the trust between human beings that in her view is 
an utterly central aspect of moral life. She noted that “the great moral theorists in 
our tradition not only are all men, they are mostly men who had minimal adult deal- 
ings with (and so were then minimally influenced by) women.” They were for the 
most part “clerics, misogynists, and puritan bachelors,” and thus it is not surprising 
that they focus their philosophical attention “so single-mindedly on cool, distanced 
relations between more or less free and equal adult strangers. . . .” 

As feminists, we deplore the patriarchal attitudes that so much of philosophy and 
moral theory reflect. But we recognize that the problem is more serious even than 
changing those attitudes. For moral theory as so far developed is incapable of cor- 
recting itself without an almost total transformation. It cannot simply absorb the 
gender that has been “left behind,” even if both genders would want it to. To con- 
tinue to build morality on rational principles opposed to the emotions and to include 
women among the rational will leave no one to reflect the promptings of the heart, 
which promptings can be moral rather than merely instinctive. To simply bring 
women into the public and male domain of the polis will leave no one to speak for 
the household. Its values have been hitherto unrecognized, but they are often moral 
values. Or to continue to seek contractual restraints on the pursuits of self-interest by 
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atomistic individuals, and to have women join men in devotion to these pursuits, will 
leave no one involved in the nurturance of children and cultivation of social rela- 
tions, which nurturance and cultivation can be of greatest moral import. 

There are very good reasons for women not to want simply to be accorded entry 
as equals into the enterprise of morality as so far developed. In a recent survey of 
types of feminist moral theory, Kathryn Morgan notes that “many women who en- 
gage in philosophical reflection are acutely aware of the masculine nature of the 
profession and tradition, and feel their own moral concerns as women silenced or 
trivialized in virtually all the official settings that define the practice.” Women 
should clearly not agree, as the price of admission to the masculine realm of tradi- 
tional morality, to abandon our own moral concerns as women. 

And so we are groping to shape new moral theory. Understandably, we do not 
yet have fully worked out feminist moral theories to offer. But we can Suggest some 
directions our project of developing such theories is taking. As Kathryn Morgan 
points out, there is not likely to be a “star” feminist moral theorist on the order of a 
Rawls or Nozick: “There will be no individual singled out for two reasons, One rea- 
son is that vital moral and theoretical conversations are taking place on a large di- 
alectical scale as the feminist community struggles to develop a feminist ethic. The 
second reason is that this community of feminist theoreticians is calling into ques- 
tion the very model of the individualized autonomous self presupposed by a star- 
centered male-dominated tradition. . .. We experience it as a common labour, a 
common task.” 

The dialogues that are enabling feminist approaches to moral theory to develop 
are proceeding. As Alison Jaggar makes clear in her useful overview of them, there 
is no unitary view of ethics that can be identified as “feminist ethics.” Feminist ap- 
proaches to ethics share a commitment to “rethinking ethics with a view to correct- 
ing whatever forms of male bias it may contain.” While those who develop these 
approaches are “united by a shared project, they diverge widely in their views as to 
how this project is to be accomplished.” 

Not all feminists, by any means, agree that there are distinctive feminist virtues 
or values. Some are especially skeptical of the attempt to give positive value to such 
traditional “feminine virtues” as a willingness to nurture, or an affinity with caring, 
or reluctance to seek independence, They see this approach as playing into the 
hands of those who would confine women to traditional roles. Other feminists are 
skeptical of all claims about women as such, emphasizing that women are divided 
by class and race and sexual orientation in ways that make any conclusions drawn 
from “women’s experience” dubious. 

Still, it is possible, I think, to discern various important focal points evident in 
current feminist attempts to transform ethics into a theoretical and practical activity 
that could be acceptable from a feminist point of view. In the glimpse I have pre- 
sented of bias in the history of ethics, I focused on what, from a feminist point of 
view, are three of its most questionable aspects: (1) the Split between reason and 
emotion and the devaluation of emotion; (2) the public/private distinction and the 
relegation of the private to the natural; and (3) the concept of the self as constructed 
from a male point of view. 
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+ What are some major differences between traditional moral- 
ity and feminist morality? Is Held committed to a form of 
ethical relativism? Why or why not? 


FROM SAME SEX: DEBATING THE ETHICS, SCIENCE, 
AND CULTURE OF HOMOSEXUALITY 
BY JOHN CORVINO?23 


HOMOSEXUAL SEX IS “UNNATURAL” 


Many contend that homosexual sex is “unnatural.” But what does that mean? Many 
things that people value—clothing, houses, medicine, and government, for exam- 
ple—are unnatural in some sense. On the other hand, many things that people de- 
test—disease, suffering, and death, for example—are “natural” in the sense that 
they occur “in nature.” If the unnaturalness charge is to be more than empty rhetori- 
cal flourish, those who levy it must specify what they mean. Borrowing from Bur- 
ton Leiser, I will examine several possible meanings of “unnatural.” 


WHAT IS UNUSUAL OR ABNORMAL IS UNNATURAL 


One meaning of “unnatural” refers to that which deviates from the norm, that is, 
from what most people do. Obviously, most people engage in heterosexual relation- 
ships. But does it follow that it is wrong to engage in homosexual relationships? 
Relatively few people read Sanskrit, pilot ships, play the mandolin, breed goats, or 
write with both hands, yet none of these activities is immoral simply because it is 
unusual. As the Ramsey Colloquium, a group of Jewish and Christian scholars who 
oppose homosexuality, writes, “The statistical frequency of an act does not deter- 
mine its moral status.” So while homosexuality might be unnatural in the sense of 
being unusual, that fact is morally irrelevant. 


WHAT IS NOT PRACTICED BY OTHER ANIMALS IS UNNATURAL 


Some people argue, “Even animals know better than to behave homosexually; ho- 
mosexuality must be wrong.” This argument is doubly flawed. First, it rests on a 
false premise. Numerous studies—including Anne Perkins’s study of “gay” sheep 
and George and Molly Hunt's study of “lesbian” seagulls—have shown that some 
animals do form homosexual pair-bonds. Second, even if animals did not behave 
homosexually, that fact would not prove that homosexuality is immoral. After all, 
animals don't cook their food, brush their teeth, participate in religious worship, or 
attend college; human beings do all of these without moral censure. Indeed, the 
idea that animals could provide us with our standards—especially our sexual stan- 
dards—is simply amusing. 


2John Corvino, Same Sex: Debating the Ethics, Science, and Culture of Homosexuality, Lanham, MA: Row- 
man & Littlefield, 1997, pp. 4-7. Reprinted with permission. 
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WHAT DOES NOT PROCEED FROM INNATE DESIRES IS UNNATURAL 


Recent studies suggesting a biological basis for homosexuality have resulted in two 
popular positions. One side proposes that homosexual people are “born that way” 
and that it is therefore natural (and thus good) for them to form homosexual rela- 
tionships. The other side maintains that homosexuality is a lifestyle choice, which 
is therefore unnatural (and thus wrong). Both sides assume a connection between 
the origin of homosexual orientation, on the one hand, and the moral value of ho- 
mosexual activity, on the other. And insofar as they share that assumption, both 
sides are wrong. 

Consider first the pro-homosexual side: “They are born that way; therefore it’s 
natural and good.” This inference assumes that all innate desires are good ones (i.e., 
that they should be acted upon). But that assumption is clearly false. Research sug- 
gests that some people are born with a predisposition toward violence, but such 
people have no more right to strangle their neighbors than anyone else. So while 
people like Tommy and Jim may be born with homosexual tendencies, it doesn’t 
follow that they ought to act on them. Nor does it follow that they ought not to act 
on them, even if the tendencies are not innate. I probably do not have any innate 
tendency to write with my left hand (since I, like everyone else in my family, have 
always been right-handed), but it doesn’t follow that it would be immoral for me to 
do so. So simply asserting that homosexuality is a lifestyle choice will not show 
that it is an immoral lifestyle choice. 

Do people “choose” to be homosexual? People certainly don’t seem to choose 
their sexual feelings, at least not in any direct or obvious way. (Do you? Think 
about it.) Rather, they find certain people attractive and certain activities arousing, 
whether they “decide” to or not. Indeed, most people at some point in their lives 
wish that they could control their feelings more—for example, in situations of un- 
requited love—and find it frustrating that they cannot. What they can control to a 
considerable degree is how and when they act upon those feelings. In that sense, 
both homosexuality and heterosexuality involve lifestyle choices. But in either case, 
determining the origin of the feelings will not determine whether it is moral to act 
on them. 


WHAT VIOLATES AN ORGAN’S PRINCIPAL PURPOSE IS UNNATURAL 


Perhaps when people claim that homosexual sex is unnatural they mean that it can- 
not result in procreation. The idea behind the argument is that human organs have 
various natural purposes: eyes are for seeing, ears are for hearing, genitals are for 
procreating. According to this argument, it is immoral to use an organ in a way that 
violates its particular purpose. 

Many of our organs, however, have multiple purposes. Tommy can use his 
mouth for talking, eating, breathing, licking stamps, chewing gum, kissing women, 
or kissing Jim; and it seems rather arbitrary to claim that all but the last use are 
“natural.” (And if we say that some of the other uses are “unnatural, but not im- 
moral,” we have failed to specify a morally relevant sense of the term “natural.”) 


It often seems 

that when people 
call homosexual- 
ity “unnatural” 
they really just 
mean that it’s 
disgusting. But 
plenty of morally 
neutral activities — 
handling snakes, 
eating snails, per- 
forming autopsies, 
cleaning toilets, 
and so on—disgust 
People. 
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Just because people can and do use their sexual organs to procreate, it does not 
follow that they should not use them for other purposes. Sexual organs seem very 
well suited for expressing love, for giving and receiving pleasure, and for celebrat- 
ing, replenishing, and enhancing a relationship—even when procreation is not a 
factor. Unless opponents of homosexuality are prepared to condemn heterosexual 
couples who use contraception or individuals who masturbate, they must abandon 
this version of the unnaturalness argument. Indeed, even the Roman Catholic 
Church, which forbids contraception and masturbation, approves of sex for sterile 
couples and of sex during pregnancy, neither of which can lead to procreation. The 
Church concedes here that intimacy and pleasure are morally legitimate purposes 
for sex, even in cases where procreation is impossible. But since homosexual sex 
can achieve these purposes as well, it is inconsistent for the Church to condemn it 
on the grounds that it is not procreative. 

One might object that sterile heterosexual couples do not intentionally turn away 
from procreation, whereas homosexual couples do. But this distinction doesn’t 
hold. It is no more possible for Tommy to procreate with a woman whose uterus has 
been removed than it is for him to procreate with Jim. By having sex with either 
one, he is intentionally engaging in a nonprocreative sexual act. 

Yet one might press the objection further and insist that Tommy and the woman 
could produce children if the woman were fertile: whereas homosexual relation- 


ships are essentially infertile, heterosexual relationships 
are only incidentally so. But what does that prove? 
Granted, it might require less of a miracle for a woman 
without a uterus to become pregnant than for Jim to be- 
come pregnant, but it would require a miracle nonethe- 
less. Thus it seems that the real difference here is not 
that one couple is fertile and the other not, nor that one 
couple “could” be fertile (with the help of a miracle) 
and the other not, but rather that one couple is male- 
female and the other male-male. In other words, sex 
between Tommy and Jim is wrong because it’s male- 
male—i.e., because it’s homosexual. But that, of 
course, is no argument at all. 


WHAT IS DISGUSTING OR 
OFFENSIVE IS UNNATURAL 


It often seems that when people call homosexuality 
“unnatural” they really just mean that it’s disgusting. 
But plenty of morally neutral activities—handling 
snakes, eating snails, performing autopsies, cleaning 
toilets, and so on—disgust people. Indeed, for cen- 


turies, most people found interracial relationships disgusting, yet that feeling— 
| Which has by no means disappeared—hardly proves that such relationships are 


wrong. In sum, the charge that homosexuality is unnatural, at least in its most 
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common forms, is longer on rhetorical flourish than on philosophical cogency. At 
best it expresses an aesthetic judgment, not a moral judgment. 


+ Do you agree that the natural/unnatural distinction cannot 
provide any normative force; i.e., we cannot base what is 
moral on what is natural and what is immoral on what is un- 
natural? How might Aristotle reply? 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


In this chapter, we have reviewed a half dozen or so theories of morality. (1) Aristotle 
takes the key to morality to be the concept of “virtue,” which he argues to be activity in 
accordance with rational principles. He bases this argument on a concept of what is 
“natural” for man, but his discussion is clearly limited to a small class of Greek male 
citizens, whom he views as the ideal specimens of humanity. (2) Hume and Rousseau 
both argue that morality must be based on certain kinds of feelings or “sentiments.” 
“Reason is and ought to be the slave of the passions,” Hume argues, and Rousseau sim- 
ilarly argues that man is “naturally” good. (3) Kant insists that morality is strictly a mat- 
ter of rational principle divorced from all personal interests and desires (“inclinations”). 
This includes a rejection of Hume and Rousseau, who base morality on feelings (which 
are inclinations in Kant’s sense). This also includes a rejection of Aristotle. Although 
both philosophers use the notion of a “rational principle,” Kant intends his notion to ap- 
ply to every human being, and therefore every person has the same duties and obliga- 
tions. (4) The utilitarians, Bentham and Mill, reject Kant’s divorce between morality 
and personal interest and argue that morality is our guide to the satisfaction of the great- 
est number of interests of the greatest number of people. (5) Nietzsche rejects both Kant 
and the utilitarians, preferring a return to the elitism and “virtue” orientation of Aristo- 
tle’s ethics. He argues that we create our values and live with them according to our per- 
sonal needs. Following him, the existentialists, particularly Jean-Paul Sartre, argue that 
all values are chosen by us; there is no “true” morality, only those values to which we 
have voluntarily committed ourselves. (6) Finally, recent feminists have challenged the 
“male bias” of these traditional theories and challenges to sexual orientation bias sug- 
gest the possibility of a different kind of moral view. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. Compare Rousseau’s notion of conscience to Hume’s notion of sentiment, Does 
one theory seem to be stronger than the other, based on the differences and similari- 
ties between the notions of sentiment and conscience? 

2. Does Aristotle’s model of virtue ethics depend only upon social expectations, or 
does it also leave room for individual autonomy? 
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3. Aristotle claims that “actions are called just or temperate when they are the sort that 
a just or temperate person would do.” Does this account seem circular to you? How 
would Aristotle deny this? 

4. Consider how one might reconcile the rule-based system of Kant with the conse- 
quence-based system of utilitarianism. Do the two ethical systems complement one 
another, or are they at odds? 

5. Think of a moral dilemma that cannot be satisfactorily solved by either Kant or 
Mill. Does Nietzsche provide a solution? 

6. What are the moral dangers of suggesting, as Nietzsche and Sartre do, that individ- 
uals create their own value systems? Could a prison guard in a Nazi concentration 
camp describe himself as a “good person” on existentialist grounds? 

7. How plausible is the idea that men and women make their moral choices using dif- 
ferent rules and criteria? Given the choice between saving your own child’s life and 
the lives of someone else’s two children, what would you do and why? What do 
you think Aristotle would say? Kant? Mill? 


GLOSSARY 


altruism The thesis that one ought to act for the sake of the interests of others. 

a priori In moral philosophy, independent of particular circumstances. In Kant’s philosophy, 
moral laws are said to be a priori in this sense. 

autonomy Independence. Moral autonomy is the ability of every rational person to reach his or 
her own moral conclusions about what is right and what is wrong. (This does not mean that 
they will therefore come to different conclusions.) 

categorical imperative In Kant’s philosophy, a moral law, a command that is unqualified and 
not dependent on any conditions or qualifications. In particular, that rule that tells us to act in 
such a way that we would want everyone else to act the same way. | 

commitment To form a binding obligation voluntarily. In Sartre’s moral philosophy, a commit- 
ment is a freely chosen adoption of a moral principle or project which one thereby vows to 
defend and practice, even in the absence of any other reasons for doing so. Since, according 
to Sartre, there are never conclusive reasons for adopting any particular moral position, one 
must always defend his or her position through commitment and nothing else. p 

conscience A sense or feeling about what is right and wrong, usually without argument. Atis 
like intuition in matters of knowledge.) In Christian moral theory, it is a moral sense instilled 
in us by God. In Freudian psychology, it is the internalization of the moral lessons given us 
as children by our parents and teachers. : ES. 

contemplation (the life of) According to Aristotle (and other philosophers), the happiest life, 
the life of thought and philosophy. f gay ; 

cultural relativism The descriptive anthropological thesis that different societies have different 
moralities. It is important to stress that these moralities must be fundamentally different, not 
only different in details. Some societies consider an act as stealing while others do not, but a 
society that does not have a conception of private property might be fundamentally different 
from one that does. pret y 

deontology Ethics based on duty (Gk: dein). Kant’s ethic is deontological in that it stresses 
Obedience to principle rather than attention to consequences (including happiness). 
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duty What one is morally bound to do. 
egoism The thesis that people act for their own interests. Psychological egoism is merely the 
thesis that they in fact act in their own interests; ethical egoism is the thesis that people ought 
to act in their own interests. 
ethical absolutism The thesis that there is one and only one correct morality. 
ethical egoism The thesis that people ought to act in their own interests. 
ethical relativism The thesis that different moralities should be considered equally correct even 
if they directly contradict each other. A morality is “correct,” by this thesis, merely if it is 
correct according to the particular society that accepts it. 
ethics A system of general moral principles and a conception of morality and its foundation. 
Or, the study of moral principles. 
eudaimonia Aristotle's word for “happiness,” or, more literally, “living well.” 
existentialism The modern movement in philosophy that puts great emphasis on individual 
choice and the voluntary acceptance of all values. 
Golden Rule “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” 
happiness The achievement of the good life. In Aristotle, the name we all agree to give to the 
good life, whatever it is. Happiness, in this sense, must not be confused with pleasure, which 
is but one (among many) concerns and conceptions of the good life. 
happiness calculus (also felicity calculus) Bentham’s technique for quantifying and adding up 
pleasures and pains as a way of deciding what to do. 
hedonism The conception of the good life that takes pleasure to be the ultimate good. He- 
donism is the premise of most forms of utilitarianism. It is often the premise—though some- 
times a consequence—of ethical egoism. (These two are not the same: hedonism refers to 
the end; egoism refers to whose ends.) 
hypothetical imperative In Kant, a command that is conditional, depending upon particular 
aims or inclinations. For example, “if you want to be a doctor, then go to medical school.” 
According to Kant, all other philosophers (Aristotle, Hume, Rousseau) took morality to be a 
hypothetical imperative. He does not. 
immoralist A person who rejects the ultimate claims of morality, An immoralist need not actu- 
ally break the rules of morality; he or she does not consider them absolute rules and claims 
that other considerations (even personal considerations) may override them. 
imperative A command. 
inclination Kant’s term for all personal considerations: desires, feelings, emotions, attitudes, 
moods, and so on. 
law An objective rule that is binding on individuals whether they personally accept it or not. 
Contrasted with maxim, 
master morality In Nietzsche, a morality that takes personal self-realization as primary, so- 
called because it was the morality of the “masters” in the slave states of the ancient world ` 
(including Greece). 
maxim In Kant, a personal rule or intention. Contrasted with law. 
mean (between the extremes) In Aristotle, the middle course, not too much, not too little. 
Courage, for example, is a mean because a person with courage is neither too timid to fight 
nor so lacking in fear that he or she is rash or reckless in the face of danger. 
morality In general, the rules for right action and prohibitions against wrong acts. Sometimes 
morality is that single set of absolute rules and prohibitions that are valid for all men at all 
times and all societies. More loosely, a morality can be any set of ultimate principles, and 
there might be any number of moralities in different societies. 
obligation Bound by duty. For example, “you have an obligation to keep your promises,” 
ought The term most often used to express moral duty or obligation. Sometimes “should” is 
used, but this is ambiguously between “ought” and merely “preferable.” Sometimes “must” 
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or “have to” is used, but this is ambiguously between “ought to” and “forced to.” In Hume’s 
ethics (and in many others as well), “ought” is contrasted with “is” as the hallmark of value 
(esp. moral) judgment. 

principle of utility In Bentham, the principle that one ought to do what gives the greatest 
pleasure to the greatest number of people. 

psychological egoism The thesis that people always act for their own self-interest, even when it 
seems as if they are acting for other people’s benefit (for example, in giving to charity, the 
egoist would say, the person is simply making himself or herself feel self-righteous). 

rationality Acting in the best possible way; according to reason. Sometimes, rationality means 
simply doing what is best under the circumstances, without insisting that there is only one ra- 
tional way of acting. In other words, rationality is considered relative to particular interests 
and circumstances. In Kant’s philosophy, however, rationality refers to that faculty that al- 
lows us to act in the correct way, without reference to particular interests and circumstances. 

relativism The thesis that morals are relative to particular societies, particular interests, 
particular circumstances, or particular individuals. (See cultural relativism, ethical 
relativism.) 

selfishness Acting in one’s own interest to the exclusion of others’ interests. The word has a 
nasty connotation and so should be separated from the more neutral claims of the psycholog- 
ical egoist. To say that a person is acting selfishly is to condemn him or her and say that the 
action is blameworthy. It is possible to act for one’s own interests, however, and not be 
selfish, for one may also act for the benefit of others. A selfish act is to the exclusion of other 
people’s interests; an act may be both in one’s own interests and in the interests of others, 
however. 

sentiment Feeling, emotion; particularly moral feelings (as in Hume, Rousseau). 

slave morality In Nietzsche’s moral philosophy, a morality that takes duties and obligations as 
primary, so called because it was the morality of the slaves who were not allowed to aspire 
any higher than mere efficiency and personal comfort. 

sympathy Fellow feeling; felt concern for other people’s welfare. In the ethics of Hume and 
Rousseau, the necessary and universal sentiment without which morals—and society — 
would be impossible. 

utilitarianism The moral philosophy that says that we should act in such ways as to make the 
greatest number of people as happy as possible. 

virtue Moral excellence. In Aristotle’s philosophy, a state of character according to which we 
enjoy doing what is right. In Kant, willing what is right (whether or not we enjoy it, in fact, 
especially if we don’t enjoy it). 

will The power of mind that allows us to choose our own actions, or, at least, what we shall try 
to do. In Kant, a good will is the only thing that is good “without qualification,” in other 
words, acting for the right reasons and good intentions. 

will to power In Nietzsche's philosophy, the thesis that every act is ultimately aimed at superi- 
ority, sometimes over other people, but, more importantly, superiority according to one’s 
own standards. In other words, it is what Aristotle meant by excellence. (Nietzsche has often 
been interpreted, however, to mean political power.) 
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We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness. 


THOMAS JEFFERSON, ET AL. 


“Man is a social animal,” wrote Aristotle. Therefore, he is a political animal as well. We 
live with other people, not just our friends and families but thousands and millions of 
others, most of whom we will never meet and many of whom we come across in only 
the most casual way—passing them as we cross the street or buying a ticket at the 
movie theater. Yet we have to be concerned about them, and they about us, for there is a 
Sense in which we are all clearly dependent upon each other. For example, we depend 
On them not to attack us without reason or steal our possessions. Of course, our 
Confidence varies from person to person and from city to city. But it is clear that, in gen- 
eral, we have duties toward people we never know, for example, the duty not to con- 
laminate their water or air supplies or to place their lives in danger. And they have 
Similar duties to us, We also claim certain rights for ourselves: for example, the right not 
to be attacked as we walk down the street, the right to speak our mind about politically 
Controversial issues without being thrown in jail, the right to believe in this religion or 
oe religion or no religion without having our jobs, our homes, or our freedom taken 
rom us. 

Political and social philosophy is the study of people in societies with particular at- 
tention to the abstract claims they have on each other in the form of “rights,” “duties,” 
and “privileges,” and their demands for “justice,” “equality,” and “freedom.” (It is im- 
Portant to distinguish this sense of political freedom from the causal or metaphysical 
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freedom that we discussed earlier. These can be discussed independently of each other). 
At least ideally, politics is continuous with morality. Our political duties and obliga- 
tions, for example, are often the same as our moral duties and obligations. Our claims to 
certain “moral rights” are often claims to political rights as well, and political rights— 
particularly those very general and absolute rights which we call human rights (for ex- 
ample, the right not to be tortured or degraded, the right not to be exploited by powerful 
institutions or persons)—are typically defended on the basis of moral principles. The 
virtues of government are ideally the virtues of individuals: Government should be just, 
temperate, courageous, honest, humane, considerate, and reasonable. 

Plato and Aristotle, for example, portrayed their visions of the ideal state in precisely 
these terms. (Both Plato and Aristotle, unlike most modern philosophers, actually had 
the opportunity to set up such governments; both failed, but for reasons that were hardly 
their fault.) This is not to say that all politics or all politicians are moral; we know much 
better than that. But it is to say that our politics are constrained and determined by our 
sense of morality. Morality is concerned more with relations between particular people 
while politics is concerned more with large and impersonal groups. But the difference is 
one of degree. In ancient Greece, Plato and Aristotle lived in relatively small “city- 
states” (each called a polis), with fewer citizens than even most U.S. towns. It was much 
easier for them to treat morality and politics together. But even today, we still speak 
hopefully of “the human family” and “international brotherhood,” which is to reassert 
our enduring belief that politics—even at the international level—ought to be based on 
interpersonal moral principles. 

The key to a successful society is cooperation. If people do not cooperate, the suc- 
cess of society requires that some authority have the power to bring individual interests 
into line with the public interest. This authority is generally called the state. The state 
passes laws and enforces them; its purpose is to protect the public interest. But is it only 
this? We would probably say no. Its purpose is also to protect individual rights, for exam- 
ple, against powerful corporations and against strongly mobilized pressure groups that 
try to interfere with individual lives. In general, we might say that the function of the 
state is to protect justice. But there has been disagreement ever since ancient times 
about what that means and how much the primary emphasis should be placed on the 
public interest and how much on individual rights and interests. 

Our concept of the state and the extent of its power and authority depends very 
much on our conception of human nature and of people's willingness to cooperate with- 
out being forced to do so, At one extreme are those who place such strong emphasis on 
the smooth workings of society that they are willing to sacrifice most individual rights 
and interests; they are generally called “authoritarians,” and their confidence in willing 
individual cooperation is very slight compared to their confidence in a strong authori- 
tarian state. (“He makes the trains run on time” was often said of the fascist Italian dic- 
tator Benito Mussolini.) At the other extreme are people with so much confidence in 
individual cooperation and so little confidence in the state that they argue that the state 
should be eliminated altogether. They are called anarchists, Between these extremes 

are more moderate positions, for example, people who have some confidence both in in- 
dividual cooperation and in the possibility of a reasonably just state, but don’t have 
complete confidence in either. Democrats and Republicans, for example, both believe in 
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a government that is at least partially run by the people themselves but with sufficient 
power to enforce its laws over individual interests whenever necessary. All these people 
believe in varying solutions to the same central problem: the problem of a balance be- 
tween the public interest and the need for cooperation on the one hand and individual 
rights and interests on the other—in other words, the problem of justice. 


A. THE PROBLEM OF JUSTICE 


When we think of justice, we first tend to think of criminal cases and of punishment. 
Justice, in this sense, is catching the criminal and “making him pay for his crime.” The 
oldest sense of the word justice, therefore, is what philosophers call retributive justice, 
or simply, “getting even.” Retribution for a crime is making the criminal suffer or pay an 
amount appropriate to the severity of the crime. In ancient traditions, the key phrase was 
“an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” If a criminal caused a person to be blind, he was 
in turn blinded. We now view this as brutal and less than civilized. But is it so clear that 
we have in fact given up this retributive sense of justice? Do we punish our criminals 
(that is, demand retribution), or do we sincerely attempt to reform them? Or is the pur- 
pose of prison simply to keep them off the street? Should we ever punish people for 
crimes, or should we simply protect ourselves against their doing the same thing again? 
If a man commits an atrocious murder, is it enough that we guarantee that he won't do 
another one? Or does he deserve punishment even if we know that he won’t do it again? 

But retributive justice and the problems of punishment are really only a small piece of 
a much larger concern. Justice is not just “getting even” for crimes and offenses. It con- 
cerns the running of society as a whole in day-to-day civil matters as well as the more dra- 
matic criminal concerns. Given the relative scarcity of wealth and goods, how should they 
be distributed? Should everyone receive exactly the same amount? Should the person who 
works hard at an unpleasant job receive no more than the person who refuses to work at 
all and prefers to watch TV all day and just amuse himself or herself? Should the person 
who uses his wealth to the benefit of others receive no more than the person who “throws 
away” his or her money on gambling, drinking, and debauchery? If a class of people has 
historically been deprived of its adequate share because of the color of their skin, their re- 
ligious beliefs, or their sex or age, should that class now be given more than its share in 
compensation, or is this too an injustice against other people? iN 

Not only are wealth and goods at issue here, however. Distribution of privileges and 
power are equally important. Who will vote? Will everyone's vote count exactly the 
same? Should the opinions of an illiterate who does not even know the name of his po- 
litical leaders have as much say in the government as the political scientist or economist 
who has studied these matters for years? Should everyone be allowed to drive? Or to 
drink? Should everyone receive exactly the same treatment before the law? Or are there 
concerns that would indicate that some people (for example, congressmen or foreign 
diplomats) should receive special privileges? 

Enjoyment of society's cultural gifts is also at issue. Should everyone receive the 
same education? What if that turns out to be “impractical” (since job training is much 
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more efficient than “liberal arts”)? But doesn’t that mean that some—the workers and 
career persons who are trained to do a job—are deprived of the education necessary to 
enjoy great books, music, poetry, philosophy, intellectual debate, or proficiency in for- 
eign languages, which give considerable enjoyment to those who have been taught to 
appreciate them? 

There are also questions of status. Should there be social classes? What if it could be 
proved that such divisions make a society run more smoothly? How minimal should 
distinctions in status be? This in turn leads to the more general question: Shouldn’t all 
members of society be able to expect equal treatment and respect not only by the law 
but in every conceivable social situation? All of these are the concerns of justice. But 
what is just? Who decides? And how? 


¢@ What is retributive justice? What is distributive justice? Pro- 
vide an example for each. Do you think that one concept 
(theory) fits them both, or are they very different? 


1. Two Ancient Theories of Justice: Plato and Aristotle 


Theories of justice, in one sense, are as old as human society. The ancient codes of the 
Hebrews, the Persians, and the Babylonians were theories of justice in the sense that 
they tried, in their various ways, to develop rules to cover fair dealing and distribution 
of goods, the punishment of criminals, and the settling of disputes. A fully developed 
theory of justice, however, should go beyond this and try to analyze the nature of justice 
itself. The first great theories of justice to try to do this were those of Plato and Aristo- 
tle. In The Republic, Plato argues that justice in the state is precisely the same as justice 
in the individual, that is, a harmony between the various parts for the good of the whole. 
In other words, cooperation among all for the sake of a successful society is the key to 
Justice. But this means that the interests of the individual take a clearly secondary role 
to the interests of society. In ancient Greece, this may have been only rarely true for the 
wealthy and powerful, but for the majority of people—especially the slaves—this sec- 
ondary role was the norm. Because their docile submission was seen as necessary to the 
overall success of society, their individual interests and rights were extremely minimal. 
They expected to be rewarded and satisfied only insofar as their efforts benefited their 
betters, and then they expected their betters to reap far more reward from their labor 
than they themselves. In Plato’s universe, everyone has his or her “place,” and justice 
means that they act and are treated accordingly: 


FROM THE REPUBLIC 
BY PLATO! 


I think that justice is the very thing, or some form of the thing which, when we 
were beginning to found our city, we said had to be established throughout. We 


'Plato, The Republic, Bk. VI, trans. G. M. A. Grube, Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1974. Reprinted by permis- 
sion. 
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stated, and often repeated, if you remember, that everyone must pursue one 
occupation of those in the city, that for which his nature best fitted him. 

Yes, we kept saying that. 

Further, we have heard many people say, and have often said ourselves, that jus- 
tice is to perform one’s own task, and not to meddle with that of others. 

We have said that. 

This then, my friend, I said, when it happens, is in some way justice, to do one’s 
own job. And do you know what I take to be a proof of this? 

No, tell me. 

I think what is left over of those things we have been investigating, after modera- 
tion and courage and wisdom have been found, was that which made it possible for 
those three qualities to appear in the city and to continue as long as it was present. 
We also said that what remained after we found the other three was justice. 

It had to be. 

And surely, I said, if we had to decide which of the four will make the city good 
by its presence, it would be hard to judge whether it is a common belief among the 
rulers and the ruled, or the preservation among the soldiers of a law-inspired belief 
as to the nature of what is, and what is not, to be feared, or the knowledge and 
guardianship of the rulers, or whether it is, above all, the presence of this fourth in 
child and woman, slave and free, artisan, ruler and subject, namely that each man, a 
unity in himself, performed his own task and was not meddling with that of others. 

How could this not be hard to judge? 

It seems then that the capacity for each in the city to perform his own task rivals 
wisdom, moderation, and courage as a source of excellence for the city. 

It certainly does. 

You would then describe justice as a rival to them for excellence in the city? 

Most certainly. 

Look at it this way and see whether you agree: you will order your rulers to act 
as judges in the courts of the city? 

Surely. 

And will their exclusive aim in delivering judgment not be that no citizen should 
have what belongs to another or be deprived of what is his own? 

That would be their aim. 

That being just? 

Yes: 

In some way then possession of one’s own and the performance of one’s own 
task could be agreed to be justice. 

That is so. 

Consider then whether you agree with me in this: if a carpenter attempts to do 
the work of a cobbler, or a cobbler that of a carpenter, and they exchange their tools 
and the esteem that goes with the job, or the same man tries to do both, and all the 
Other exchanges are made, do you think that this does any great harm to the city? 

No. 

But I think that when one who is by nature a worker or some other kind of mon- 
eymaker is puffed up by wealth, or by the mob, or by his own strength, or some 
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The doing of one’s other such thing, and attempts to enter the warrior 
class, or one of the soldiers tries to enter the group of 


own J ob by . the counselors or guardians, though he is unworthy of it, 

moneymaking, and these exchange their tools and the public esteem, 

auxilia ry, and or when the same man tries to perform all these jobs 
. together, then I think you will agree that these ex- 

E uardian STOUR, changes and this meddling bring the city to ruin. 

when each group They certainly do. 

is pe rfo rmin g its The meddling and exchange between the three es- 


tablished orders does very great harm to the city and 


own task in the would most correctly be called wickedness. 


city... is justice Very definitely. 

and makes the And you would call the greatest wickedness worked 
be A against one’s own city injustice? 

city Just. Of course. 


That then is injustice. And let us repeat that the do- 
ing of one’s own job by the moneymaking, auxiliary, and guardian groups, when 
each group is performing its own task in the city, is the opposite, it is justice and 
makes the city just. 

I agree with you that this is so. 


Plato’s rigid hierarchy of social classes and insistence on the inequality of people of- 
fends our sense of universal equality, but it is important to see that equality (or, more 
properly, egalitarianism, the view that all men and women are equal just by virtue of 
their being human) is a position that must be argued and is not a “natural” state of af- 
fairs or a belief that has always been accepted by everyone. The same is true of Aristo- 
tle’s theory of justice. 

In his Politics, Aristotle gives an unabashed defense of slavery, not only on the 
grounds that slaves are efficient and good for society as a whole, but because those who 
are slaves are “naturally” meant to be slaves and would be unhappy and unable to cope 
if they were granted freedom and made citizens. (This is not just an ancient argument, 
however, I am sure you have heard similar arguments about other groups of people in 
your own lifetime.) For Aristotle as for Plato, different people have different roles, and 
to treat unequals equally is as unjust, according to them, as it is to treat equals un- 
equally. They would consider the view that morons and children and foreigners deserve 
the same respect and treatment as citizens ridiculous. So too would they find the con- 
temporary argument that we should treat men and women as equals.? But despite these 
opinions, Plato and Aristotle laid the foundations of much of our own conceptions of 

justice. The idea that equals must be treated as equals is the foundation of our sense of 
justice just as much as theirs. The difference is that we are taught to believe that every- 
body is an equal. Similarly, the theory of what is called distributive justice, the fair dis- 
tribution of wealth and goods among the members of society, is a current international 
as well as national concern that owes much to Aristotle’s original formulations. The 


2Plato did venture that women as well as men ought to be rulers 
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idea that individuals are due certain rewards for their labor is also Aristotle’s idea. But 
despite his aristocratic opinions and his harsh elitism, Aristotle saw quite clearly that 
the members of society who depended most upon an adequate theory of justice were the 
poorer and less powerful members. It was for them that the just society was most vital 
(since the powerful and wealthy had a much better chance of taking care of themselves). 
It was also Aristotle who made the vital distinction, with which we began this section, 
between that restricted concern for justice that rights certain wrongs (in crimes, in bad 
business deals, and in public misfortunes) and the general concern of justice for a well- 
balanced and reasonable society. 


+ Why must individuals submit themselves to the authority of 
the state for the sake of justice? 

+ Plato's conception of justice is anti-egalitarian. In what re- 
spects are we still anti-egalitarian (or inegalitarian) today? 


FROM THE NICOMACHEAN ETHICS 
By ARISTOTLE3 


Let us take as a starting-point, then, the various meanings of “an unjust man.” Both 
the lawless man and the greedy and unfair man are thought to be unjust, so that evi- 
dently both the law-abiding and the fair man will be just. The just, then, is the law- 
ful and the fair, the unjust the unlawful and the unfair. 

Since the lawless man was seen to be unjust and the law-abiding man just, 
evidently all lawful acts are in a sense just acts; for the acts laid down by the 
legislative art are lawful, and each of these, we say, is just. Now the laws in their 
enactments on all subjects aim at the common advantage either of all or of the best 
of those who hold power, or something of the sort; so that in one sense we call 
those acts just that tend to produce and preserve happiness and its components for 
the political society. And the law bids us do both the acts of a brave man (e.g. not to 
desert our post nor take to flight nor throw away our arms), and those of a temper- 
ate man (e.g. not to commit adultery nor to gratify one’s lust), and those of a good- 
tempered man (e.g. not to strike another nor to speak evil), and similarly with 
regard to the other virtues and forms of wickedness, commanding some acts and 
forbidding others; and the rightly-framed law does this rightly, and the hastily con- 
Ceived one less well. : f 

This form of justice, then, is complete virtue, but not absolutely, but in relation 
to our neighbour. And therefore justice is often thought to be the greatest of virtues, 
and “neither evening nor morning star” is so wonderful; and proverbially “in justice 
is every virtue comprehended.” And it is complete virtue in its fullest sense, be- 
Cause it is the actual exercise of complete virtue. It is complete because he who 
Possesses it can exercise his virtue not only in himself but towards his neighbour 
also; for many men can exercise virtue in their own affairs, but not in their relations 


to their neighbour. 


*Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, trans. W. D. Ross, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1925 
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eee 

But at all events what we are investigating is the justice which is a part of virtue: 
for there is a justice of this kind, as we maintain. Similarly it is with injustice in the 
particular sense that we are concerned. 

That there is such a thing is indicated by the fact that while the man who 
exhibits in action the other forms of wickedness acts wrongly indeed, but not grasp- 
ingly (e.g. the man who throws away his shield through cowardice or speaks 
harshly through bad temper or fails to help a friend with money through meanness), 
when a man acts graspingly he often exhibits none of these vices—no, nor all to- 
gether, but certainly wickedness of some kind (for we blame him) and injustice. 
There is, then, another kind of injustice which is a part of injustice in the wide 
sense, and a use of the word “unjust” which answers to a part of what is unjust in 
the wide sense of “contrary to the law.” Again, if one man commits adultery for the 
sake of gain and makes money by it, while another does so at the bidding of ap- 
petite though he loses money and is penalized for it, the latter would be held to be 
self-indulgent rather than grasping, but the former is unjust, but not self-indulgent; 
evidently, therefore, he is unjust by reason of his making gain by his act. Again, all 
other unjust acts are ascribed invariably to some particular kind of wickedness, for 
example adultery to self-indulgence, the desertion of a comrade in battle to cow- 
ardice, physical violence to anger; but if a man makes gain, his action is ascribed to 
no form of wickedness but injustice. Evidently, therefore, there is apart from injus- 
tice in the wide sense another, “particular,” injustice which shares the name and na- 
ture of the first, because its definition falls within the same genus; for the 
significance of both consists in a relation to one’s neighbour, but the one is con- 
cerned with honour or money or safety—or that which includes all these, if we had 
a single name for it—and its motive is the pleasure that arises from gain; while the 
other is concerned with all the objects with which the good man is concerned. 

It is clear, then, that there is more than one kind of justice, and that there is one 
which is distinct from virtue entire; we must try to grasp its genus and differentia. 

+++ 

Of particular justice and that which is just in the corresponding sense, (A) one 
kind is that which is manifested in distributions of honour or money or the other 
things that fall to be divided among those who have a share in the constitution (for 
in these it is possible for one man to have a share either unequal or equal to that of 
another), and (B) one is that which plays a rectifying part in transactions between 
man and man. Of this there are two divisions; of transactions (1) some are volun- 
tary, and (2) others involuntary—voluntary such transactions as sale, purchase, 
loan for consumption, pledging, loan for use, depositing, letting (they are called 
voluntary because the origin of these transactions is voluntary), while of the invol- 
untary (a) some are clandestine, such as theft, adultery, poisoning, procuring, en- 
ticement of slaves, assassination, false witness, and (b) others are violent, such as 
assault, imprisonment, murder, robbery with violence, mutilation, abuse, insult. 

oe 

(A) We have shown that both the unjust man and the unjust act are unfair or un- 

equal; now it is clear that there is also an intermediate between the two unequals in- 
volved in either case. And this is the equal; for in any kind of action in which there 
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is a more and a less there is also what is equal. If, then, the unjust is unequal, the just 
is equal, as all men suppose it to be, even apart from argument. And since the equal 
is intermediate, the just will be an intermediate. Now equality implies at least two 
things. The just, then, must be both intermediate and equal and relative (i.e. for cer- 
tain persons). And qua intermediate it must be between certain things (which are re- 
spectively greater and less); qua equal, it involves two things; qua just, it is for 
certain people. The just, therefore, involves at least four terms; for the persons for 
whom it is in fact just are two, and the things in which it is manifested, the objects 
distributed, are two. And the same equality will exist between the persons and be- 
tween the things concerned; for as the latter—the things concerned—are related, so 
are the former; if they are not equal, they will not have what is equal, but this is the 
origin of quarrels and complaints—when either equals have and are awarded un- 
equal shares, or unequals equal shares. Further, this is plain from the fact that 
awards should be “according to merit”; for all men agree that what is just in distri- 
bution must be according to merit in some sense, though they do not all specify the 
same sort of merit, but democrats identify it with the status of freeman, supporters 
of oligarchy with wealth (or with noble birth), and supporters of aristocracy with 
excellence. 

This, then, is what the just is—the proportional; the unjust is what violates the 
proportion. Hence one term becomes too great, the other too small, as indeed hap- 
pens in practice, for the man who acts unjustly has too much, and the man who is 
unjustly treated too little, of what is good. In the case of evil the reverse is true; for 
the lesser evil is reckoned a good in comparison with the greater, and what is wor- 
thy of choice is good, and what is worthier of choice a greater good. 

This, then, is one species of the just. 

oe 

(B) The remaining one is the rectificatory, which arises in connexion with trans- 
actions both voluntary and involuntary. This form of the just has a different specific 
character from the former. For the justice which distributes common possessions is 
always in accordance with the kind of proportion mentioned above (for in the case 
also in which the distribution is made from the common funds of a partnership it 
will be according to the same ratio which the funds put into the business by the 
partners bear to one another); and the injustice opposed to this kind of justice is that 
which violates the proportion. But the justice in transactions between man and man 
is a sort of equality indeed, and the injustice a sort of inequality; not according to 
that kind of proportion, however, but according to arithmetical proportion. For it 
makes no difference whether a good man has defrauded a bad man or a bad man a 
good one, nor whether it is a good or a bad man that has committed adultery; the 
law looks only to the distinctive character of the injury, and treats the parties as 
equal, if one is in the wrong and the other is being wronged, and if one inflicted in- 
jury and the other has received it. Therefore, this kind of injustice being an inequal- 
ity, the judge tries to equalize it; for in the case also in which one has received and 
the other has inflicted a wound, or one has slain and the other has been slain, the 
suffering and the action have been unequally distributed; but the judge tries to 
equalize things by means of the penalty, taking away from the gain of the assailant. 
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| For the term “gain” is applied generally to such cases, even if it be not a term ap- 
propriate to certain cases, for example to the person who inflicts a wound—and 
| “loss” to the sufferer; at all events when the suffering has been estimated, the one is 
called loss and the other gain. Therefore the equal is 
. intermediate between the greater and less in contrary 
To ga the J udge ways; more of the good and less of the evil are gain, 
ls to go to Justice; and the contrary is loss; intermediate between them is, 
for the nature of as we saw, the equal, which we say is just; therefore 


; ; corrective justice will be the intermediate between loss 
the J udge S fii be and gain. This is why, when people dispute, they take 
a sort of animate refuge in the judge; and to go to the judge is to go to 
justice. justice; for the nature of the judge is to be a sort of ani- 


mate justice; and they seek the judge as an intermedi- 
ate; and in some states they call judges mediators, on the assumption that if they get 
what is intermediate they will get what is just. The just, then, is an intermediate, 
since the judge is so. The judge restores equality. 


@ Aristotle gives one definition of justice that requires that 
each be given his due according to merit. Is Aristotle's no- 
tion of justice compatible with equality? 

+ Can you think of circumstances in which it is unjust to treat 
people equally? Why should we treat others equally? 

+ What does Aristotle mean when he claims that “the just is 
the proportional” ? 


2. Two Modern Theories of Justice: 
Hume and Mill on Utility and Rights 


In contrast to the Greeks, the premise of most modern theories of justice has been the 
equality of everyone with everyone else. No one is “better” than anyone else, whatever 
his or her talents, achievements, wealth, family, or intelligence. This view rules out 
slavery on principle, whatever the benefits to society as a whole and whatever the al- 
leged benefits to the slaves. Slavery is inequality and is thus to be condemned. But this 
egalitarian principle has its problems too. It is obvious that, as a matter of fact, all peo- 
ple are not equally endowed with intelligence or talent, good looks or abilities. Is it 
therefore to the good of all that everyone should be treated equally? One person is a 
doctor, capable of saving many lives; another is a chronic profligate and drunkard. If 
they were to commit exactly the same crime, would it be to the public interest to give 
them equal jail terms? Obviously not. But would it be just to give them different terms? 
It doesn’t appear so. One problem that recent theorists have tried to answer is connected 
with cases in which the public interest seems at odds with the demands for equal treat- 
ment. A similar problem gives rise to one of the “paradoxes of democracy,” which we 
mentioned before. Does it make sense to treat the opinions of an ignorant person whose 
only knowledge of current events comes from fifteen minutes (at best) of television 
news a day in the way that we treat the opinions of a skilled political veteran? But the 


A. THE PROBLEM OF JUSTICE 609 


ballots we vote on make no such distinction. And it is obvious that our society, despite 
its egalitarian principles, treats people who are cleverer at business or power-brokering 
much better than everyone else. Is this an example of systematic injustice? Or are there 
cases, even for us, in which inequality can still be justified as justice? 

The theory of justice has been one of the central concerns of British philosophy for 
several centuries. Thomas Hobbes developed a theory that began with equality as a 
“natural fact” and took justice to be that which “assured peace and security to all” en- 
forced by the government. There is no justice in “the state of nature,” Hobbes argued; 
justice like law comes into existence only with society, through a “social compact” in 
which everyone agrees to abide by certain rules and to cooperate rather than compete— 
all for their mutual benefit. Several years later, John Locke and then David Hume ar- 
gued a similar theory of justice; again, equality was the premise, and mutual agreement 
the basis of government authority. For both philosophers, the ultimate criterion of jus- 
tice was utility, the public interest, and therefore the satisfaction of the interests of at 
least most citizens. This would have been rejected by Plato and Aristotle. 

Hume exemplifies this modern view—that justice is to be characterized not just in 
terms of the structure of the overall society and everyone’s “place” in it, but by the in- 
terests and well-being of each and every individual. But what about an instance, Hume 
asks, in which a particular act of justice clearly is contrary to the public interests, such 
as the case in which an obviously guilty criminal is released for technical reasons or a 
disgusting pornographer is allowed to publish and sell his or her wares under the pro- 
tection of “free speech”? Hume replies that there is a need to distinguish between the 
utility of a single act and the utility of an overall system; that although a specific act of 
justice might go against the public interest, the system of justice necessarily will be in 
the public interest. This means that a single unjust act is to be challenged not as an iso- 
lated occurrence but as an example of a general set of rules and practices. 


ON “JUSTICE AND UTILITY” 
By DAVID HUME4 


To make this more evident, consider, that though the rules of justice are established 
merely by interest, their connection with interest is somewhat singular, and is dif- 
ferent from what may be observed on other occasions. A single act of justice is fre- 
quently contrary to public interest; and were it to stand alone, without being 
followed by other acts, may, in itself, be very prejudicial to society. When a man of 
merit, of a beneficent disposition, restores a great fortune to a miser, or a seditious 
bigot, he has acted justly and laudably, but the public is a real sufferer. Nor is every 
single act of justice, considered apart, more conducive to private interest, than to 
public; and it is easily conceived how a man may impoverish himself by a single in- 
stance of integrity, and have reason to wish that with regard to that single act, the 
laws of justice were for a moment suspended in the universe. But however single 
acts of justice may be contrary, either to public or private interest, it is certain, that 


4David Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1912. 
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the whole plan or scheme is highly conducive, or indeed absolutely requisite, both 
to the support of society, and the well-being of every individual. 


The most explicitly “utilitarian” statement of justice as utility is found, however, in John 
Stuart Mill’s influential pamphlet, Utilitarianism. 


FROM UTILITARIANISM 
BY JOHN STUART MILLS 


In the case of this, as of our other moral sentiments, there is no necessary connec- 
tion between the question of its origin and that of its binding force. That a feeling is 
bestowed on us by nature does not necessarily legitimate all its promptings. The 
feeling of justice might be a peculiar instinct, and might yet require, like our other 
instincts, to be controlled and enlightened by a higher reason. If we have intellec- 
tual instincts leading us to judge in a particular way, as well as animal instincts that 
prompt us to act in a particular way, there is no necessity that the former should be 
more infallible in their sphere than the latter in theirs: it may as well happen that 
wrong judgments are occasionally suggested by those, as wrong actions by these. 
eee 

In the first place, it is mostly considered unjust to deprive any one of his per- 
sonal liberty, his property, or any other thing which belongs to him by law. Here, 
therefore, is one instance of the application of the terms Just and Unjust in a per- 
fectly definite sense; namely, that it is just to respect, unjust to violate, the legal 
rights of any one. But this judgment admits of several exceptions, arising from the 
other forms in which the notions of justice and injustice present themselves. For 
example: the person who suffers the deprivation may (as the phrase is) have 
forfeited the rights which he is so deprived of; a case to which we shall return 
presently. 

+++ 

Secondly, The legal rights of which he is deprived may be rights which ought 
not to have belonged to him: in other words, the law which confers on him these 
rights may be a bad law. When it is so, or when (which is the same thing for our 
purpose) it is supposed to be so, opinions will differ as to the justice or injustice of 
infringing it. Some maintain that no law, however bad, ought to be disobeyed by an 
individual citizen; that his opposition to it, if shown at all, should only be shown in 
endeavoring to get it altered by competent authority. This opinion (which condemns 
many of the most illustrious benefactors of mankind, and would often protect perni- 
cious institutions against the only weapons, which, in the state of things existing at 
the time, have any chance of succeeding against them) is defended, by those who 
hold it, on grounds of expediency; principally on that of the importance, to the 
common interest of mankind, of maintaining inviolate the sentiment of submission 
to law. Other persons, again, hold the directly contrary opinion, that any law, judged 


SJohn Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, London: J. M. Dent, 1910. 
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to be bad, may blamelessly be disobeyed, even though it be not judged to be unjust, 
but only inexpedient; while others would confine the license of disobedience to the 
case of unjust laws. But, again, some say that all laws which are inexpedient are un- 
just, since every law imposes some restriction on the natural liberty of mankind; 
which restriction is an injustice, unless legitimated by tending to their good. Among 
these diversities of opinion, it seems to be universally admitted that there may be 
unjust laws, and that law, consequently, is not the ultimate criterion of justice, but 
may give to one person a benefit, or impose on another an evil, which justice con- 
demns. When, however, a law is thought to be unjust, it seems always to be re- 
garded as being so in the same way in which a breach of law is unjust—namely, by 
infringing somebody’s right; which, as it cannot in this case be a legal right, re- 
ceives a different appellation, and is called a moral right. We may say, therefore, 
that a second case of injustice consists in taking or withholding from any person 
that to which he has a moral right. 

Thirdly, It is universally considered just, that each person should obtain that 
(whether good or evil) which he deserves; and unjust, that he should obtain a good, 
or be made to undergo an evil, which he does not deserve. This is, perhaps, the 
clearest and most emphatic form in which the idea of justice is conceived by the 
general mind. As it involves the notion of desert, the question arises, What consti- 
tutes desert? Speaking in a general way, a person is understood to deserve good if 
he does right; evil, if he does wrong: and, in a more particular sense, to deserve 
good from those to whom he does or has done good, and evil from those to whom 
he does or has done evil. The precept of returning good for evil has never been re- 
garded as a case of the fulfilment of justice, but as one in which the claims of jus- 
tice are waived, in obedience to other considerations. 

Fourthly, It is confessedly unjust to break faith with any one; to violate an en- 
gagement, either express or implied; or disappoint expectations raised by our own 
conduct, at least if we have raised those expectations knowingly and voluntarily. 
Like the other obligations of justice already spoken of, this one is not regarded as 
absolute, but as capable of being overruled by a stronger obligation of justice on the 
other side, or by such conduct on the part of the person concerned as is deemed to 
absolve us from our obligation to him, and to constitute a forfeiture of the benefit 
which he has been led to expect. ; j 

Fifthly, It is, by universal admission, inconsistent with justice to be partial; to 
show favor or preference to one person over another in matters to which favor and 
preference do not properly apply. Impartiality, however, does not seem to be re- 
garded as a duty in itself, but rather as instrumental to some other duty; for it is ad- 
mitted that favor and preference are not always censurable, and indeed the cases in 
which they are condemned are rather the exception than the rule, A person would 
be more likely to be blamed than applauded for giving his family or friends no su- 
periority in good offices over strangers, when he could do so without violating any 
other duty; and no one thinks it unjust to seek one person in preference to another 
as a friend, connection, or companion. Impartiality, where rights are concerned, is 
of course obligatory; but this is involved in the more general obligation of giving to 
every one his right. A tribunal, for example, must be impartial, because it is bound 
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to award, without regard to any other consideration, a disputed object to the one of 
two parties who has the right to it. There are other cases in which impartiality 
means, being solely influenced by desert; as with those who, in the capacity of 
judges, preceptors, or parents, administer reward and punishment as such. There are 
cases, again, in which it means being solely influenced by consideration for the 
public interest; as in making a selection among candidates for a government em- 
ployment. Impartiality, in short, as an obligation of justice, may be said to mean be- 
ing exclusively influenced by the considerations which it is supposed ought to 
influence the particular case in hand, and resisting the solicitation of any motives 
which prompt to conduct different from what those considerations would dictate. 

Nearly allied to the idea of impartiality is that of equality; which often enters as 
a component part both into the conception of justice and into the practice of it, and, 
in the eyes of many persons, constitutes its essence. But, in this still more than in 
any other case, the notion of justice varies in different persons, and always con- 
forms in its variations to their notion of utility. Each person maintains that equality 
is the dictate of justice, except where he thinks that expediency requires inequality. 
The justice of giving equal protection to the rights of all is maintained by those who 
support the most outrageous inequality in the rights themselves. Even in slave 
countries, it is theoretically admitted that the rights of the slave, such as they are, 
ought to be as sacred as those of the master, and that a tribunal which fails to en- 
force them with equal strictness is wanting in justice; while, at the same time, insti- 
tutions which leave to the slave scarcely any rights to enforce are not deemed 
unjust, because they are not deemed inexpedient. Those who think that utility re- 
quires distinctions of rank do not consider it unjust that riches and social privileges 
should be unequally dispensed; but those who think this inequality inexpedient 
think it unjust also. Whoever thinks that government is necessary sees no injustice 
in as much inequality as is constituted by giving to the magistrate powers not 
granted to other people. Even among those who hold levelling doctrines, there are 
as many questions of justice as there are differences of opinion about expediency. 
Some Communists consider it unjust that the produce of the labor of the commu- 
nity should be shared on any other principle than that of exact equality; others think 
it just that those should receive most whose wants are greatest; while others hold 
that those who work harder, or who produce more, or whose services are more 
valuable to the community, may justly claim a larger quota in the division of the 
produce. And the sense of natural justice may be plausibly appealed to in behalf of 
every one of these opinions. 


Mill then goes on to define a right: 


When we call any thing a person’s right, we mean that he has a valid claim on soci- 
ety to protect him in the possession of it, either by the force of law, or by that of ed- 
ucation and opinion. If he has what we consider a sufficient claim, on whatever 
account, to have something guaranteed to him by society, we say that he has a right 
to it. If we desire to prove that any thing does not belong to him by right, we think 
this done as soon as it is admitted that society ought not to take measures for secur- 


When we call any 
thing a person’s 
right, we mean 
that he has a valid 
claim on society to 
protect him in the 
possession of it, 
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ing it to him, but should leave him to chance, or to his 
own exertions. Thus a person is said to have a right to 
what he can earn in fair professional competition, be- 
cause society Ought not to allow any other person to 
hinder him from endeavoring to earn in that manner as 
much as he can. But he has not a right to three hundred 
a year, though he may happen to be earning it, because 
society is not called on to provide that he shall earn 
that sum. On the contrary, if he owns ten thousand 


pounds three-per-cent stock, he Aas a right to three 
hundred a year, because society has come under an ob- 
ligation to provide him with an income of that amount. 

To have a right, then, is, I conceive, to have some- 
thing which society ought to defend me in the posses- 
sion of. If the objector goes on to ask why it ought, I 
can give him no other reason than general utility. If that 
expression does not seem to convey a sufficient feeling of the strength of the obliga- 
tion, nor to account for the peculiar energy of the feeling, it is because there goes to 
the composition of the sentiment, not a rational only, but also an animal element— 
the thirst for retaliation; and this thirst derives its intensity, as well as its moral jus- 
tification, from the extraordinarily important and impressive kind of utility which is 
concerned. The interest involved is that of security; to every one’s feelings, the 
most vital of all interests. All other earthly benefits are needed by one person, not 
needed by another; and many of them can, if necessary, be cheerfully foregone, or 
replaced by something else. But security no human being can possibly do without: 
on it we depend for all our immunity from evil, and for the whole value of all and 
every good, beyond the passing moment; since nothing but the gratification of the 
instant could be of any worth to us if we could be deprived of everything the next 
instant by whoever was momentarily stronger than ourselves. Now, this most indis- 
pensable of all necessaries, after physical nutriment, cannot be had, unless the ma- 
chinery for providing it is kept unintermittedly in active play. Our notion, therefore, 
of the claim we have on our fellow-creatures to join in making safe for us the very 
groundwork of our existence, gathers feelings around it so much more intense than 
those concerned in any of the more common cases of utility, that the difference in 
degree (as is often the case in psychology) becomes a real difference in kind. The 
claim assumes that character of absoluteness, that apparent infinity, and incommen- 
surability with all other considerations, which constitute the distinction between the 
feeling of right and wrong and that of ordinary expediency and inexpediency. The 
feelings concerned are so powerful, and we count so positively on finding a respon- 
Sive feeling in others (all being alike interested), that ought and should grow into 
must, and recognized indispensability becomes a moral necessity, analogous to 
Physical, and often not inferior to it in binding force. 


either by the force 
of law, or by that 
of education and 
opinion. 


Mill’s utilitarian theory of justice is a logical extension of his ethical theories: What is 
good and desirable is what is best for the greatest number of people. But although it 
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might at first seem as if the greatest happiness of the greatest number leaves no room for 
such abstract concerns as justice, Mill argues that, to the contrary, only utility can give 
that abstract sense of justice some concrete basis in human life. 

The problem with the utilitarian theory of justice is identical to the problem we saw 
with the utilitarian theory of morals. Could there not be a case in which the public in- 
terest and general utility would be served only at the clearly unjust expense of a single 
unfortunate individual? Suppose we lived in a society that ran extremely well, such that 
we had few if any complaints about our government and the way it was run, when a sin- 
gle muckraking journalist started turning the peace upside down with his insistence that 
something was very wrong in the government. We might easily suppose that, at least in 
the short run, the public confusion and trauma would be much more harmful to the pub- 
lic interest than the slight correction that would result from public exposure. Should the 
government forcefully silence the journalist? We would say no. He has a right to his in- 
quiries and a right to speak his mind. Or suppose that the most efficient way to solve a 
series of ongoing crimes was to torture a recently captured suspect and hold him with- 
out evidence? Here again public interest and justice are at odds. Or more generally, 
should the government have the authority to throw people in jail just because it has rea- 
son (even good reason) to believe that they will create a public disturbance or commit 
certain crimes? Public interest says yes; justice says no. 

This is the problem with utilitarian theories of justice in general: although we may 
well agree that justice ought to serve the public interest and every individual’s interests 
as well, the utilitarian view is always in an awkward position when it must choose to 
serve the public interest at the intolerable expense and injustice of a small number of in- 
dividuals or even a single individual. Consider the extreme example of an entire city 
that would prosper if it would sacrifice the life of one innocent child. Arguably, utilitar- 
ianism would seem to defend the sacrifice; justice, however, says that such a sacrifice is 
inexcusable. 


+ In what important respect do modern conceptions of justice 
differ from the ancients? How are interests and rights im- 
portant considerations for justice? 

+ Can justice demand that we break a law? How does Mill ar- 
gue this point? Can you think of an example where breaking 
the law would be the just thing to do? How so? 

+ How does Mill define a right? Does his definition agree with 
our general use of rights? Is utilitarianism compatible with 
rights? (Bentham didn’t think so.) Why might they be incom- 
patible? 


3. The Social Contract 


The single most influential conception of justice in modern times has been called the 
“social contract theory.” The social contract is an agreement among people to share 
certain interests and make certain compromises for the good of them all. It is a “consent 
of the governed theory.” In one form or another, it existed even in ancient times, For ex- 
ample, read Socrates’ argument in the Crito, in which he says that by staying in Athens 
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he had implicitly agreed to abide by its laws, even when those laws unfairly condemned 
him to death. What is most important in understanding the nature of this social contract 
is that, as in Socrates’ argument, there need not have been any actual, physical contract 
or even oral agreement in order to talk about it. We are bound by social contract, in 
other words, even if we never signed or saw such a contract. Moreover, it may not be the 
case that there was ever such a contract, even in past history. It happens, however, that 
Americans are among the few people in the world whose state was actually formed ex- 
plicitly by such a contract, namely, our Constitution. But the actual existence of such a 
piece of paper is not necessary to a discussion about a social contract. Simply to live in 
a society, according to these philosophers, is to have agreed, at least implicitly, to such 
an agreement. (Thus, living in a society you are expected to obey its laws; “ignorance is 
no excuse,” and you cannot get out of an arrest by saying “I don’t really live here,” 
much less “I don’t recognize your right to arrest me.”) 

Two very different pictures of the original social contract are presented to us by the 
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes and the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rous- 
seau. Both begin by considering man in “the state of nature,” without laws and without 
society, before men and women came together to accept the social contract. Hobbes 
bases his conception of the social contract, however, on an extremely unfavorable con- 
ception of human nature. He attacks the idealistic political philosophies of Plato and 
Aristotle for being unrealistic and assuming wrongly that people are naturally capable 
of virtue and wisdom. Like Machiavelli, whom he follows with praise, he considers 
himself a “realist” As with most realists, this meant seeing the nasty side of things. So, 
according to his theory of human nature, natural man is a selfish beast, fighting for his 
own interests against everyone else. Human life is a “war of all against all” and a per- 
son’s life, consequently, is “nasty, brutish and short.” He dismisses reason and appeals 
to human passions, particularly the passion for self-preservation. The social contract, 
therefore, is mainly an agreement of equally selfish and self-seeking persons not to 
commit mutual murder. 


FROM LEVIATHAN 
BY THOMAS HOBBES® 


OF THE NATURAL CONDITION OF MANKIND AS 
CONCERNING THEIR FELICITY, AND MISERY 


Men by nature equal. Nature hath made men so equal, in the faculties of the body, 
and mind; as that though there be found one man sometimes manifestly stronger in 
body, or of quicker mind than another; yet when all is reckoned together, the differ- 
ence between man, and man, is not so considerable, as that one man can thereupon 
claim to himself any benefit, to which another may not pretend, as well as he. For 
as to the strength of the body, the weakest has strength enough to kill the strongest, 
either by secret machination or by confederacy with others, that are in the same 
danger with himself. 


eee 


®Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, New York: Hafner, 1926. 
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For such is the nature of men, that howsoever they may acknowledge many 
others to be more witty, or more eloquent, or more learned; yet they will hardly be- 
lieve there be many so wise as themselves; for they see their own wit at hand, and 
other men’s at a distance. But this proveth rather that men are in that point equal, 
than unequal. For there is not ordinarily a greater sign of the equal distribution of 
any thing, than that every man is contented with his share. 

From equality proceeds diffidence. From this equality of ability, ariseth equal- 
ity of hope in the attaining of our ends. And therefore if any two men desire the 


If any two men 
desire the same 
thing, which 
nevertheless they 
cannot both enjoy, 
they become 
enemies; and in 
the way to their 
end, which is 
principally their 
own conservation, 
and sometimes 
their delectation 
only, endeavour 
to destroy, or sub- 
due one another. 


same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, 
they become enemies; and in the way to their end, 
which is principally their own conservation, and some- 
times their delectation only, endeavour to destroy, or 
subdue one another. And from hence it comes to pass, 
that where an invader hath no more to fear, than an- 
other man’s single power; if one plant, sow, build, or 
possess a convenient seat, others may probably be ex- 
pected to come prepared with forces united, to dispos- 
sess, and deprive him, not only of the fruit of his 
labour, but also of his life, or liberty. And the invader 
again is in the like danger of another. 

From diffidence war. And from this diffidence of 
one another, there is no way for any man to secure him- 
self, so reasonable, as anticipation; that is, by force, or 
wiles, to master the persons of all men he can, so long, 
till he see no other power great enough to endanger him: 
and this is no more than his own conservation requireth, 
and is generally allowed. Also because there be some, 
that taking pleasure in contemplating their own power 
in the acts of conquest, which they pursue farther than 
their security requires; if others, that otherwise would 
be glad to be at ease within modest bounds, should not 


by invasion increase their power, they would not be able, long time, by standing only 
on their defence, to subsist. And by consequence, such augmentation of dominion 
over men being necessary to a man’s conservation, it ought to be allowed him. 

Again, men have no pleasure, but on the contrary a great deal of grief, in keep- 
ing company, where there is no power able to over-awe them all. For every man 
looketh that his companion should value him, at the same rate he sets upon himself: 
and upon all signs of contempt, or undervaluing, naturally endeavors, as far as he 
dares (which amongst them that have no common power to keep them in quiet, is 
far enough to make them destroy each other), to extort a greater value from his con- 
temners, by damage; and from others, by the example. 

So that in the nature of man, we find three principal causes of quarrel. First, 
competition; secondly, diffidence; thirdly, glory. 

The first, maketh men invade for gain; the second, for safety; and the third, for 


reputation. The first use violence, to make themselves masters of other men’s per- 
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sons, wives, children, and cattle; the second, to defend them; the third, for trifles, as 
a word, a smile, a different opinion, and any other sign of undervalue, either direct 
in their persons, or by reflection in their kindred, their friends, their nation, their 
profession, or their name. 

Out of civil states, there is always war of every one against every one. 
Hereby it is manifest, that during the time men live without a common power to 
keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called war; and such a war, 
as is of every man, against every man. For war, consisteth not in battle only, or the 
act of fighting, but in a tract of time, wherein the will to contend by battle is 
sufficiently known. 

eee 

The incommodities of such a war. Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a 
time of war, where every man is enemy to every man; the same is consequent to the 
time, wherein men live without other security, than what their own strength, and 
their own invention shall furnish them withal. In such condition, there is no place 
for industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture of 
the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; 
no commodious building; no instruments of moving, and removing, such things as 
require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no 
arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of 
violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. 

It may seem strange to some man, that has not well weighed these things; that 
nature should thus dissociate, and render men apt to invade, and destroy one 
another: and he may therefore, not trusting to this inference, made from the pas- 
sions, desire perhaps to have the same confirmed by experience. Let him therefore 
consider with himself, when taking a journey, he arms himself, and seeks 
to go well accompanied; when going to sleep, he locks his doors; when even in his 
house he locks his chests; and this when he knows there be laws, and public 
officers, armed to revenge all injuries shall be done him; what opinion he has of his 
fellow-subjects, when he rides armed; of his fellow citizens, when he locks his 
doors; and of his children, and servants, when he locks his chests. Does he not there 
as much accuse mankind by his actions, as I do by my words? But neither of us ac- 
cuse men’s nature in it. The desires, and other passions of man, are in themselves 
no sin. No more are the actions, that proceed from those passions, till they know a 
law that forbids them: which till laws be made they cannot know: nor can any law 
be made, till they have agreed upon the person that shall make it. ry 

It may peradventure be thought, there was never such a time, nor condition of 
war as this; and I believe it was never generally so, over all the world: but there are 
many places, where they live so now. For the savage people in many places of 
America, except the government of small families, the concord whereof dependeth 
on natural lust, have no government at all; and live at this day in that brutish man- 
ner, as I said before. Howsoever, it may be perceived what manner of life there 
would be, where there were no common power to fear, by the manner of life, which 
men that have formerly lived under a peaceful government, use to degenerate into, 
in a civil war. 


618 CHAPTER 9 @ JUSTICE 


OF THE FIRST AND SECOND NATURAL LAWS, AND OF CONTRACTS 


Right of nature what. The right of nature, which writers commonly call jus natu- 
rale, is the liberty each man hath, to use his own power, as he will himself, for the 
preservation of his own nature; that is to say, of his own life; and consequently, of 
doing any thing, which in his own judgment, and reason, he shall conceive to be the 
aptest means thereunto. 

Liberty what. By liberty, is understood, according to the proper signification of 
the word, the absence of external impediments: which impediments, may oft take 
away part of a man’s power to do what he would; but cannot hinder him from using 
the power left him, according as his judgment, and reason shall dictate to him. 

A law of nature what. A law of nature, lex naturalis, is a precept or general 
rule, found out by reason, by which a man is forbidden to do that, which is 
destructive of his life, or taketh away the means of preserving the same; and to omit 
that, by which he thinketh it may be best preserved. 

Difference of right and law. For though they that speak of this subject, use to 
confound jus, and lex, right and law: yet they ought to be distinguished; because 
right, consisteth in liberty to do, or to forbear: whereas law, determineth, and 
bindeth to one of them: so that law, and right, differ as much, as obligation, and lib- 
erty; which in one and the same matter are inconsistent. 

Naturally every man has right to every thing. And because the condition of 
man, as hath been declared in the precedent chapter, is a condition of war of every 
one against every one; in which case every one is governed by his own reason; and 
there is nothing he can make use of, that may not be of help unto him, in preserving 
his life against his enemies; it followeth, that in such a condition, every man has a 
right to every thing; even to one another’s body. And therefore, as long as this natu- 
ral right of every man to every thing endureth, there can be no security to any man, 
how strong or wise soever he be, of living out the time, which nature ordinarily al- 
loweth men to live. 

The fundamental law of nature. And consequently it is a precept, or general 
tule of reason, that every man, ought to endeavour peace, as far as he has hope of 
obtaining it; and when he cannot obtain it, that he may seek, and use, all helps, and 
advantages of war. 

t.. 

The second law of nature. From this fundamental law of nature, by which men 
are commanded to endeavour peace, is derived this second law; that a man be will- 
ing, when others are so too, as far-forth, as for peace, and defence of himself he 
shall think it necessary, to lay down this right to all things; and be contented with 
so much liberty against other men, as he would allow other men against himself. 
For as long as every man holdeth this right, of doing any thing he liketh; so long are 
all men in the condition of war. But if other men will not lay down their right, as 
well as he; then there is no reason for any one, to divest himself of his: for that 
were to expose himself to prey, which no man is bound to, rather than to dispose 
himself to peace. This is that law of the Gospel; whatsoever you require that others 
should do to you, that do ye to them. 

ee 
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What it is to lay down a right. To /ay down man’s right to any thing, is to 
divest himself of the liberty, of hindering another of the benefit of his own right to 
the same. For he that renounceth, or passeth away his right, giveth not to any other 
man a right which he had not before; because there is nothing to which every man 
had not right by nature: but only standeth out of his way, that he may enjoy his own 
original right, without hindrance from him; not without hindrance from another. So 
that the effect which redoundeth to one man, by another man’s defect of right, is but 


If a covenant be 
made, wherein 
neither of the 
parties perform 
presently, but trust 
one another; in 
the condition of 
mere nature, which 
is a condition of 
war of every man 
against every man, 
upon any reason- 
able suspicion, it 
is void: but if there 
be a common 
power set over 
them both, with 
right and force 
Sufficient to com- 
pel performance, 
it is not void. 


so much diminution of impediments to the use of his own right original. 


eee 


Not all rights are alienable. Whensoever a man transferreth his right, or 
renounceth it; it is either in consideration of some right reciprocally transferred to 


himself; or for some other good he hopeth for thereby. 
For it is a voluntary act: and of the voluntary acts of 
every man, the object is some good to himself. And 
therefore there be some rights, which no man can be 
understood by any words, or other signs, to have aban- 
doned, or transferred. As first a man cannot lay down 
the right of resisting them, that assault him by force, to 
take away his life; because he cannot be understood to 
aim thereby, at any good to himself. The same may be 
said of wounds, and chains, and imprisonment; both 
because there is no benefit consequent to such pa- 
tience; as there is to the patience of suffering another 
to be wounded, or imprisoned: as also because a man 
cannot tell, when he seeth men proceed against him 
by violence, whether they intend his death or not. 
And lastly the motive, and end for which this renounc- 
ing, and transferring of right is introduced, is nothing 
else but the security of man’s person, in his life, and 
in the means of so preserving life, as not to be weary 
of it. And therefore if a man by words, or other signs, 
seem to despoil himself of the end, for which those 
signs were intended; he is not to be understood as if 
he meant it, or that it was his will; but that he was 
ignorant of how such words and actions were to be 
interpreted. 

Contract what. The mutual transferring of right, as 
that which men call CONTRACT. 


eee 


Covenants of mutual trust, when invalid. If a 
covenant be made, wherein neither of the parties per- 


form presently, but trust one another; in the condition of mere nature, which is a 
condition of war of every man against every man, upon any reasonable suspicion, it 
is void: but if there be a common power set over them both, with right and force 
sufficient to compel performance, it is not void. For he that performeth first, has no 
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assurance the other will perform after; because the bonds of words are too weak to 
bridle men’s ambition, avarice, anger, and other passions, without the fear of some 
coercive power; which in the condition of mere nature, where all men are equal, 
and judges of the justness of their own fears, cannot possibly be supposed. And 
therefore he which performeth first, does but betray himself to his enemy; contrary 
to the right, he can never abandon, of defending his life, and means of living. 

But in a civil estate, where there is a power set up to constrain those that would 
otherwise violate their faith, that fear is no more reasonable; and for that cause, he 
which by the covenant is to perform first, is obliged so to do. 

The cause of fear, which maketh such a covenant invalid, must be always some- 
thing arising after the covenant made; as some new fact, or other sign of the will 
not to perform: else it cannot make the covenant void. For that which could not hin- 
der a man from promising, ought not to be admitted as a hindrance of performing. 

Right to the end, containeth right to the means. He that transferreth any right, 
transferreth the means of enjoying it, as far as lieth in his power. As he that selleth 
land, is understood to transfer the herbage, and whatsoever grows upon it: nor can 
he that sells a mill turn away the stream that drives it. And they that give to a man 
the right of government in sovereignty, are understood to give him the right of levy- 
ing money to maintain soldiers; and of appointing magistrates for the administra- 
tion of justice. 


+ What is a social contract? Does it matter whether there is an 
actual meeting or agreement? To what extent is our own so- 
ciety or government based on a social contract? 

+ What is meant by the “state of nature”? Given that the state 
of nature does not describe an actual historical state of af- 
fairs, what purpose does referring to the state of nature 
serve? 


Hobbes begins his argument with the perhaps surprising observation that people are 
basically equal in nature. He is not talking here about legal equality or equal rights (for 
there are no laws and no legal rights) but rather equality in abilities, talents, and power. 
This seems strange, because the problem of equality usually pays attention to the great 
differences between people. Instead Hobbes points out our similarities. In particular, he 
points out that almost everyone is strong and smart enough to kill or inflict grievous in- 
jury on others. Even a puny moron can, with a knife or a handgun, kill the strongest and 
smartest person on earth. Accordingly, the basis of the social contract (or “‘covenant’’) 
according to Hobbes is our mutual protection. Everyone agrees not to kill other people 
and in return is guaranteed that he or she won't be killed. Although it is a cynical view 
of human nature, it also continues to be one of the most powerful arguments for strong 
governments. (Hobbes himself was a conservative monarchist.) 

Rousseau, quite to the contrary, had an extremely optimistic view of human nature, as 
we saw in the preceding chapter. He believed that people were “naturally good,” and it 
was only the corruptions of society that made them selfish and destructive. Rousseau 
does not take the social contract, therefore, to be simply a doctrine of protection be- 
tween mutually brutish individuals. The function of the state is rather to allow people to 
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develop the “natural goodness” that they had in the absence of any state at all. This is 
not to say (although Rousseau is often interpreted this way) that he was nostalgic and 
wanted to “go back to the state of nature.” That is impossible. (It is not even clear that 
Rousseau believed that there ever was a “state of nature” as such; his example, like 
Hobbes’ example, is a way of giving a picture of “human nature,” whether or not it is 
historically accurate.) We are already in society; that is a given fact. So Rousseau’s aim 
is to develop a conception of the state that will allow us to live as morally as possible. 
This is important, for Rousseau, unlike most social contract theorists, is not at all a util- 
itarian; it is not happiness that is most important but goodness. (Hobbes, by way of con- 
trast, took utility, pleasure and well-being, in addition to self-preservation, to be the 
purpose of the social contract.) 

Rousseau’s ambition, therefore, is not to “get us back to nature” but rather to revise 
our conception of the state. His “revision,” however, is one of the most radical docu- 
ments in modern history and has rightly been said to be one of the causes of both the 
American and French revolutions. The main thesis is one that Rousseau inherits from 
Locke: The state has legitimate power only so long as it serves the people it governs. 
The revolutionary corollary is that when a state ceases to serve its citizens, the citizens 
have a right to overthrow that government. This was a radical claim, again reminiscent 
of Locke. Even Rousseau was not comfortable with it. (Locke had made his statement 
after the English Revolution.) He called revolution “the most horrible alternative,” to be 
avoided wherever possible. But subsequent French history took his theories quite liter- 
ally and demonstrated too the “horror” that may follow too radical and abrupt a change 
in the authority that citizens accept as legitimate. 

In earlier works, Rousseau argued his famous thesis that “natural man” is “naturally 
good” and that contemporary society has corrupted him (and her). He went on to say that 
competition and the artificiality of our lust for private property are responsible for this 
corruption, and he even included marriage and romantic love as forms of this “lust for 
private property.” In the state of nature, he suggests, people mated when they felt like it, 
with whomever they felt like, and duels fought between rivals were unheard of. Rous- 
seau does not suggest that we return to that prehistoric custom, but he does use it as a 
wedge to pry open even the most sacred of our modern civil institutions. All of these, he 
argues, must be reexamined, and the tool for that reexamination is the social contract. 

The key to his most famous book, appropriately called The Social Contract, is that 
man must regain his freedom within society. This does not mean, however, that a person 
can do whatever he or she would like to do. Quite the contrary—to be a citizen, accord- 
ing to Rousseau, is to want and do what is good for the society as well. To be free is pre- 
cisely to want to do what is good for the society. In fact, in one of the most problematic 
statements of the social contract, Rousseau says that a person who does not so act for 
the good of the society may have to “be forced to be free.” Here is the basis for a strange 
paradox. On the one hand, Rousseau has properly been regarded as the father of the 
most liberal and revolutionary political theories of our time. (Marx, for example, claims 
a great debt to Rousseau). His political philosophy stresses individual freedom and 
rights above all, even above the state itself. But another side to Rousseau emerges in his 
paradoxical phrase; his stress on the state as an entity in itself (“the sovereign,” presum- 
ably the king, but essentially any government) and the subservience of the individual to 
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the state has also caused him to be labeled an authoritarian and the forerunner of totali- 
tarian and fascist governments. 

This paradox is not easily resolved, but we can at least explain how it comes about. 
Rousseau believes that the state is subject to and receives its legitimacy from the people 
it governs. But that does not mean that individual people need have any real power in 
determining the form or functions of government. Rousseau is not a democrat. What he 
Says instead is that the state is subject to what he calls the general will, which is not sim- 
ply a collection of individuals but something more. For example, we talk about “the 
spirit of the revolution” or “the discontent of the working class,” but this spirit or dis- 
content is not simply the product of each individual person. A poll of workers or revo- 
lutionaries would not show it either way. The revolution may have spirit even though 
some participants do not; indeed, they may even dislike the whole idea. Here is the 
source of the paradox: Legitimacy is given to the state by the general will, not by every 
individual person. The person who does not agree with the general will, therefore, may 
very well find himself or herself forced into compliance with the state (as Rousseau 
says, “forced to be free”). How much force, however, is a matter about which Rousseau 
is not very clear; nor have his many followers agreed on that crucial point either. On one 
extreme, Rousseau's authoritarian followers have insisted that all dissent from the gen- 
eral will must be stifled; on the other extreme, Rousseau’s most libertarian and anarchist 
followers have insisted that the rights of the individual to be free from government in- 
tervention and to live according to his or her own “natural goodness” outweigh any 
claims that the state may have. What follows are a few selections from The Social Con- 
tract, beginning with one of Rousseau’s best-known slogans. 


FROM THE SOCIAL CONTRACT 
By JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU? 


Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains, One thinks himself the master of 
others, and still remains a greater slave than they. How did this change come about? 
I do not know. What can make it legitimate? That question I think I can answer. 

If I took into account only force, and the effects derived from it, I should say: 
“As long as a people is compelled to obey, and obeys, it does well; as soon as it can 
shake off the yoke, and shakes it off, it does still better; for, regaining its liberty by 
the same right as took it away, either it is justified in resuming it, or there was no 
justification for those who took it away.” But the social order is a sacred right which 
is the basis of all other rights. Nevertheless, this right does not come from nature, 
and must therefore be founded on conventions. Before coming to that, I have to 
prove what I have just asserted. 


THE FIRST SOCIETIES 


The most ancient of all societies, and the only one that is natural, is the family: and 
even so the children remain attached to the father only so long as they need him for 


7Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Discourses, trans. G. D. H. Cole, J. M. Dent, Ltd., 1947. 
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their preservation. As soon as this need ceases, the natural bond is dissolved. The 
children, released from the obedience they owed to the father, and the father, re- 
leased from the care he owed his children, return equally to independence. If they 
remain united, they continue so no longer naturally, but voluntarily; and the family 
itself is then maintained only by convention. 

This common liberty results from the nature of man. His first law is to provide 
for his own preservation, his first cares are those which he owes to himself; and, as 
soon as he reaches years of discretion, he is the sole judge of the proper means of 
preserving himself, and consequently becomes his own master. 

The family then may be called the first model of political societies; the ruler cor- 
responds to the father, and the people to the children; and all, being born free and 
equal, alienate their liberty only for their own advantage. The whole difference is 
that, in the family, the love of the father for his children repays him for the care he 
takes of them, while, in the State, the pleasure of commanding takes the place of 
the love which the chief cannot have for the peoples under him. 

eee 


THE SOCIAL CONTRACT 


I suppose men to have reached the point at which the obstacles in the way of their 
preservation in the state of nature show their power of resistance to be greater than 
the resources at the disposal of each individual for his maintenance in that state. 
That primitive condition can then subsist no longer; and the human race would per- 
ish unless it changed its manner of existence. 

But, as men cannot engender new forces, but only unite and direct existing ones, 
they have no other means of preserving themselves than the formation, by aggrega- 
tion, of a sum of forces great enough to overcome the resistance. These they have to 
bring into play by means of a single motive power, and cause to act in concert. 

This sum of forces can arise only where several persons come together: but, as 
the force and liberty of each man are the chief instruments of his self-preservation, 
how can he pledge them without harming his own interests, and neglecting the care 
he owes to himself? This difficulty, in its bearing on my present subject, may be 
Stated in the following terms: ` 

“The problem is to find a form of association which will defend and protect with 
the whole common force the person and goods of each associate, and in which 
each, while uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone, and remain as 
free as before.” This is the fundamental problem of which the Social Contract pro- 
vides the solution. 

The clauses of this contract are so determined by the nature of the act that the 
slightest modification would make them vain and ineffective; so that, although they 
have perhaps never been formally set forth, they are everywhere the same and 
everywhere tacitly admitted and recognized, until, on the violation of the social 
compact, each regains his original rights and resumes his natural liberty, while los- 
ing the conventional liberty in favour of which he renounced it. jior 

These clauses, properly understood, may be reduced to one—the total alienation 
of each associate, together with all his rights, to the whole community; for, in the 
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first place, as each gives himself absolutely, the conditions are the same for all; and, 
this being so, no one has any interest in making them burdensome to others. 

Moreover, the alienation being without reserve, the union is as perfect as it can 
be, and no associate has anything more to demand: for, if the individuals retained 
certain rights, as there would be no common superior to decide between them and 
the public, each, being on one point his own judge, would ask to be so on all; the 
state of nature would thus continue, and the association would necessarily become 
inoperative or tyrannical. 

Finally, each man, in giving himself to all, gives himself to nobody; and as there 
is no associate over which he does not acquire the same right as he yields others 
over himself, he gains an equivalent for everything he loses, and an increase of 
force for the preservation of what he has. 

If then we discard from the social contract what is not of its essence, we shall 
find that it reduces itself to the following terms: 

“Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the supreme di- 
rection of the general will, and, in our corporate capacity, we receive each member 
as an indivisible part of the whole.” 

At once, in place of the individual personality of each contracting party, this act 
of association creates a moral and collective body, composed of as many members 
as the assembly contains voters, and receiving from this act its unity, its common 
identity, its life, and its will. This public person, so formed by the union of all other 
persons, formerly took the name of city, and now takes that of Republic or body 
politic; it is called by its members State when passive, Sovereign when active, and 
Power when compared with others like itself. Those who are associated in it take 
collectively the name of people, and severally are called citizens, as sharing in the 
sovereign power, and subjects, as being under the laws of the State. But these terms 
are often confused and take one for another: it is enough to know how to distin- 
guish them when they are being used with precision. 


THE SOVEREIGN 


This formula shows us that the act of association comprises a mutual understanding 
between the public and the individuals, and that each individual, in making a con- 
tract, as we may say, with himself, is bound in a double capacity; as a member of 
the Sovereign he is bound to the individuals, and as a member of the State to the 
Sovereign. But the maxim of civil right, that no one is bound by undertakings made 
to himself, does not apply in this case; for there is a great difference between incur- 
ring an obligation to yourself and incurring one to a whole of which you form a 
part. 

Attention must further be called to the fact that public deliberation, while com- 
petent to bind all the subjects to the Sovereign, because of the two different capaci- 
ties in which each of them may be regarded, cannot, for the Opposite reason, bind 
that Sovereign to itself; and that it is consequently against the nature of the body 
politic for the Sovereign to impose on itself a law which it cannot infringe. Being 
able to regard itself in only one capacity, it is in the position of an individual who 
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makes a contract with himself; and this makes it clear 
that there neither is nor can be any kind of fundamental 
law binding on the body of the people—not even the 
social contract itself. This does not mean that the body 
politic cannot enter into undertakings with others, pro- 
vided the contract is not infringed by them; for in rela- 
tion to what is external to it, it becomes a simple being, 
an individual. 

But the body politic or the Sovereign, drawing its 
being wholly from the sanctity of the contract, can 
never bind itself, even to an outsider, to do anything 
derogatory to the original act, for instance, to alienate 
any part of itself, or to submit to another Sovereign. 
Violation of the act by which it exists would be self- 
annihilation; and that which is itself nothing can create 
nothing. 


As soon as this multitude is so united in one body, it 
is impossible to offend against one of the members 
without attacking the body, and still more to offend against the body without the 
members resenting it. Duty and interest therefore equally oblige the two contracting 
parties to give each other help; and the same men should seek to combine, in their 
double capacity, all the advantages dependent upon that capacity. 

Again, the Sovereign, being formed wholly of the individuals who compose it, 
neither has nor can have any interest contrary to theirs; and consequently the sover- 
eign power need give no guarantee to its subjects, because it is impossible for the 
body to wish to hurt all its members. 

oe 

In fact, each individual, as a man, may have a particular will contrary or dis- 
similar to the general will which he has as a citizen. His particular interest may 
speak to him quite differently from the common interest: his absolute and naturally 
independent existence may make him look upon what he owes to the common 
cause as a gratuitous contribution, the loss of which will do less harm to others 
than the payment of it is burdensome to himself; and, regarding the moral person 
which constitutes the State as a persona ficta, because not a man, he may wish to 
enjoy the rights of citizenship without being ready to fulfil the duties of a subject. 
The continuance of such an injustice could not but prove the undoing of the body 
politic. 

In order then that the social compact may not be an empty formula, it tacitly in- 
cludes the undertaking, which alone can give force to the rest, that whoever refuses 
to obey the general will shall be compelled to do so by the whole body. This means 
nothing less than that he will be forced to be free; for this is the condition which, by 
giving each citizen to his country, secures him against all personal dependence. In 
this lies the key to the working of the political machine; this alone legitimizes civil 
undertakings, which, without it, would be absurd, tyrannical, and liable to the most 
frightful abuses. 


Sovereign. 
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THE CIVIL STATE 


The passage from the state of nature to the civil state produces a very remarkable 
change in man, by substituting justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving his ac- 
tions the morality they had formerly lacked. Then only, when the voice of duty 
takes the place of physical impulses and right of appetite, does man, who so far had 
considered only himself, find that he is forced to act on different principles, and to 
consult his reason before listening to his inclinations. Although, in this state, he de- 
prives himself of some advantages which he got from nature, he gains in return oth- 
ers so great, his faculties are so stimulated and developed, his ideas so extended, his 
feelings so ennobled, and his whole soul so uplifted, that, did not the abuses of this 
new condition often degrade him below that which he left, he would be bound to 
bless continually the happy moment which took him from it for ever, and, instead 
of a stupid and unimaginative animal, made him an intelligent being and a man. 

Let us draw up the whole account in terms easily commensurable. What man 
loses by the social contract is his natural liberty and an unlimited right to every- 
thing he tries to get and succeeds in getting; what he gains is civil liberty and the 
proprietorship of all he possesses. If we are to avoid mistake in weighing one 
against the other, we must clearly distinguish natural liberty, which is bounded only 
by the strength of the individual, from civil liberty, which is limited by the general 
will; and possession, which is merely the effect of force or the right of the first oc- 
cupier, from property, which can be founded only on a positive title. 

We might, over and above all this, add, to what man acquires in the civil state, 
moral liberty, which alone makes him truly master of himself; for the mere impulse 
of appetite is slavery, while obedience to a law which we prescribe to ourselves is 
liberty. 


Although Rousseau shares with Hobbes a belief in the social contract theory, the dif- 
ferences between them could not be more striking. Where Hobbes begins with a brutal 
view of human nature forced into agreement by fear of mutual violence, Rousseau be- 
gins by saying that “man is born free.” For Rousseau, the social contract is not an in- 
strument of mutual protection but a means of improving people and bringing out what 
is best in them. His central theme is not antagonism but humanity’s “natural goodness.” 
With unmistakable clarity, Rousseau rejects all might-makes-right theories and insists 
that legitimacy must always be a matter of the consent of the governed. “The general 
will” is not a general compromise but the creation of a new power, the power of the peo- 
ple, which for Rousseau is the ultimate voice of authority. 


+ What does Hobbes mean when he claims that equality is a 
“natural fact” ? How are we naturally equal? 

+ How does Hobbes describe human nature? How does this dif- 
fer from Plato's, Aristotle's, and Rousseau's view of human 
nature? 

è Does the social contract function differently in Hobbes as 
compared with Rousseau's view? 

+ What does it mean to be free for Rousseau? What is the dif- 
ference between natural liberty and civil liberty? How are 
we free with the latter? 
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The most famous example of social contract theory at work is in our own Declara- 
tion of Independence. In that document, social contract theory combined with a theory 
of “natural” (“unalienable”) rights provided an epoch-making announcement of the 
right of a people to overthrow an established government: 


FROM THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE 
BY THOMAS JEFFERSON ET AL. 


We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all Men are created equal, that they 

are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 
Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness—That to secure these rights, Govern- 
ments are instituted among Men, deriving their just Powers from the Consent of 
the Governed, that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of 
these Ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute 

new Government, laying its Foundation on such Principles, and organizing its Pow- 
ers in such Form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happi- 
ness. Prudence, indeed, will indicate that Governments long established should not 
be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all Experience hath 
shewn, that Mankind are more disposed to suffer, while Evils are sufferable, than to 
right themselves by abolishing the Forms to which they are accustomed. But when 
a long Train of Abuses and Usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object, 
evinces a Design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their Right, it is 
their Duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their fu- 
ture Security. 


4. Two Contemporary Theories of Justice: 
Rawls and Nozick 


It is because of increased sensitivity to the unacceptability of such scenarios that a very 
different conception of justice has once again begun to dominate—a set of views that 
recognizes the desirability of serving every individual’s interests while having a pri- 
mary concern for justice, not in terms of utility but in terms of rights. Thus, public in- 
terest is important but respect for every individual’s rights is even more important. This 
view dates back (at least) to Kant, who defended the notions of “duty” and “obligation” 
as morally basic to any concern for utility. In its modern conception, this view is most 
ably defended by Harvard philosopher John Rawls in his profound work entitled The- 
ory of Justice. For nearly six hundred pages, Rawls essentially defends two principles in 
order of priority. The first (and more fundamental) principle asserts that we all have ba- 
Sic rights and equal rights, in particular with reference to our personal freedom. The 
second principle (which assumes the first) asserts that although we cannot expect every- 
One in society to enjoy equal wealth, equal health, and equal opportunities, we can and 
should insist that all inequalities are to every individual's advantage. For example, it 
Should not be such that society allows that “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer.” 
Rawls’ actual statement from Theory of Justice is as follows: 
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First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty 
compatible with a similar liberty for others. 


Second: social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both 
(a) reasonably expected to be to everyone's advantage, and (b) attached to 
positions and offices open to all. 


Rawls’ justification for establishing the rationality and necessity of these “liberal” 
principles derives from his view that all of us (or our ancestors) might be in “the origi- 
nal position” —like Hobbes’ “State of Nature”—and “unencumbered” by any of our 
particular traits or interests. In such a situation, what would be rational for us to choose 
by way of the principles according to which society would be run? Because we do not 
know, in the essential sense, who we will be in that society, it does us no good to adopt 
principles that benefit the persons we are now. For example, in a society composed en- 
tirely of purple people and green people (remembering that in the original position we 
do not know which we will be), it would only be rational, Rawls argues, to enact a law 
that would treat all people equally, whether purple or green. It is much like (but much 
more complicated and uncertain than) the childhood example involving one of us being 
asked to cut a pie into sections, giving everyone else first choice. The only rational de- 
cision—even if you suspect that the other children are dullards, is to divide the pie 
equally. So too, the aim of Rawls’ dual principles is to cut for all of us—if not equal 
pieces of the social pie, at least pieces that are as equal as possible. 

The following selection is from one of Rawls’ early essays. 


FROM “JUSTICE AS FAIRNESS” 
BY JOHN RAWLS? 


Throughout I consider justice only as a virtue of social institutions, or what I shall 
call practices.’ The principles of justice are regarded as formulating restrictions as 
to how practices may define positions and offices, and assign thereto powers and li- 
abilities, rights and duties. Justice as a virtue of particular actions or of persons I do 
not take up at all. It is important to distinguish these various subjects of justice, 
since the meaning of the concept varies according to whether it is applied to prac- 
tices, particular actions, or persons. These meanings are, indeed, connected, but 
they are not identical. I shall confine my discussion to the sense of justice as ap- 
plied to practices, since this sense is the basic one. Once it is understood, the other 
senses should go quite easily. 


‘John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness,” in The Philosophical Review 67 (April 1958). Copyright © 1958 by Cor- 
nell University. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 


9I use the word practice throughout as a sort of technical term meaning any form of activity specified by a sys- 
tem of rules which defines offices, roles, moves, penalties, defences, and so on, and which gives the activity 
its structure. As examples one may think of games and rituals, trials and parliaments, markets and systems or 
property. I have attempted a partial analysis of the notion of a practice in a paper, “Two Concepts of Rules,” 
Philosophical Review 64 (1955), pp. 3—32 [Rawls’ note]. 
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The conception of justice which I want to develop may be stated in the form of 
two principles as follows: first, each person participating in a practice, or affected 


Inequalities are 
arbitrary unless 

it is reasonable 

to expect that they 
will work out 

for everyone’s 
advantage. 


by it, has an equal right to the most extensive liberty 
compatible with a like liberty for all; and second, in- 
equalities are arbitrary unless it is reasonable to expect 
that they will work out for everyone’s advantage, and 
provided the positions and offices to which they attach, 
or from which they may be gained, are open to all. 
These principles express justice as a complex of three 
ideas: liberty, equality, and reward for services con- 
tributing to the common good. 

The term “person” is to be construed variously de- 


pending on the circumstances. On some occasions it 
will mean human individuals, but in others it may refer to nations, provinces, busi- 
ness firms, churches, teams, and so on. The principles of justice apply in all these 
instances, although there is a certain logical priority to the case of human individu- 
als. As I shall use the term “person,” it will be ambiguous in the manner indicated. 

The first principle holds, of course, only if other things are equal: that is, while 
there must always be a justification for departing from the initial position of equal 
liberty (which is defined by the pattern of rights and duties, powers and liabilities, 
established by a practice), and the burden or proof is placed on him who would de- 
part from it, nevertheless, there can be, and often there is, a justification for doing 
so. Now, that similar particular cases, as defined by a practice, should be treated 
similarly as they arise, is part of the very concept of a practice; it is involved in the 
notion of an activity in accordance with rules. The first principle expresses an anal- 
ogous conception, but as applied to the structure of practices themselves. It holds, 
for example, that there is a presumption against the distinctions and classifications 
made by legal systems and other practices to the extent that they infringe on the 
original and equal liberty of the persons participating in them. The second principle 
defines how this presumption may be rebutted. 

It might be argued at this point that justice requires only an equal liberty. If, 
however, a greater liberty were possible for all without loss or conflict, then it 
would be irrational to settle on a lesser liberty. There is no reason for circumscrib- 
ing rights unless their exercise would be incompatible, or would render the practice 
defining them less effective. Therefore no serious distortion of the concept of jus- 
tice is likely to follow from including within it the concept of the greatest equal 
liberty. ca r 

The second principle defines what sorts of inequalities are permissible; it 
Specifies how the presumption laid down by the first principle may be put aside. 
Now by inequalities it is best to understand not any differences between offices and 
Positions, but differences in the benefits and burdens attached to them either di- 
rectly or indirectly, such as prestige and wealth, or liability to taxation and compul- 
sory services. Players in a game do not protest against there being different 
Positions, such as batter, pitcher, catcher, and the like, nor to there being various 
Privileges and powers as specified by the rules; nor do the citizens of a country ob- 
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ject to there being the different offices of government such as president, senator, 
governor, judge, and so on, each with their special rights and duties. It is not differ- 
ences in the resulting distribution established by a practice, or made possible by it, 
of the things men strive to attain or avoid. Thus they may complain about the pat- 
tern of honors and rewards set up by a practice (e.g. the privileges and salaries of 
government officials) or they may object to the distribution of power and wealth 
which results from the various ways in which men avail themselves of the opportu- 
nities allowed by it (e.g. the concentration of wealth which may develop in a free 
price system allowing large entrepreneurial or speculative gains). 

It should be noted that the second principle holds that an inequality is allowed 
only if there is reason to believe that the practice with the inequality, or resulting 
from it, will work for the advantage of every party engaging in it. Here it is impor- 
tant to stress that every party must gain from the inequality. Since the principle ap- 
plies to practices, it implies that the representative man in every office or position 
defined by a practice, when he views it as a going concern, must find it reasonable 
to prefer his condition and prospects with the inequality to what they would be un- 
der the practice without it. The principle excludes, therefore, the justification of in- 
equalities on the grounds that the disadvantages of those in one position are 
outweighed by the greater advantages of those in another position. This rather sim- 
ple restriction is the main modification I wish to make in the utilitarian principle as 
usually understood. 


+ What does Rawls mean by “justice as fairness” ? When are 
inequalities tolerable? 


Rawls, like Hume in particular, ties the concept of “justice” to the concept of “equal- 
ity.” The main theme of his work is an attempt to develop this connection and to state 
precisely the kind of “equality” that is most important for justice. Against the conserva- 
tive suggestion that people are equal in legal rights and “opportunities” alone, without 
any right to material goods and social services, he argues that a just society will con- 
sider the welfare of the worst-off members of society as an obligation. Here he differs 
with Mill and the utilitarians, who would say that such help is a matter of utility; for 
Rawls, it is more like a Kantian duty. Moreover, Rawls clearly distinguishes himself 
from socialists as well, who would argue that all property should be shared; he says 
only that it is obligatory to help out the worst-off members of society, but nowhere does 
he suggest that all people therefore ought to have equal wealth and property. Justice, in 
other words, does not equate fair distribution with equal distribution. Equality becomes 
a far more complex notion, therefore, than simple egalitarianism, often takes it to be. 

Is equality the primary concern of justice? Even Rawls admits that a society in which 
everyone had exactly equal shares of social goods is impossible. But why is it impossi- 
ble? We can all imagine a situation—and some radical thinkers even propose it—in 
which all material goods (at least) would be collected and cataloged by the state, then 
redistributed to every citizen in precisely equal shares. Most of us, including Rawls, find 
this suggestion intolerable. Yet why, if it realizes the equality that justice demands? 

Something stops us, and it is not simply the idea that we might lose our own goods, for 
many of us would in fact benefit from such a redistribution scheme. What bothers us ini- 
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tially is the very idea of anyone, including (perhaps especially) the government, intruding 
into our lives and exerting such power. However, we also sense that such a scheme for re- 
distributing the wealth violates something very basic to justice—namely, the rights we 
have to our possessions. Rawls, of course, gives rights top priority in his theory; but 
they are rights having to do with liberty in general, not rights having to do with posses- 
sion as such. We all feel, with whatever reservations, that we have a right to what we 
earn and that we have a right to keep what we already possess. We resent that the gov- 
ernment takes from us a substantial percentage of our earnings to use in ways not di- 
rectly (or perhaps even indirectly) under our control. And we believe we have the right, 
for instance, to the modest sum that grandfather left us in his will (presumably the 
residue of earlier taxation), even though we did not earn it in any sense. Thus many 
philosophers have become increasingly aware of another kind of right that is not treated 
adequately by such liberal theories of Rawls’—in fact, a right that goes against the 
modest scheme of redistribution (for example, through taxation) encouraged by his 
principles. This other kind of right, known as entitlement, gives rise to a very different 
kind of theory of justice. 

The popular name for this alternative theory is libertarianism, and it has recently be- 
come a powerful force in American politics. The basic idea, an “entitlement theory,” 
puts the right to private property first and foremost, and couples with it a deep skepti- 
cism as to the wisdom or fairness of government. The original entitlement theory was 
developed by John Locke, who argued that the right to private property was so basic that 
it preceded any social conventions or laws and existed quite independent of any govern- 
ment or state. What gave a person the right to a piece of property, Locke argued, was that he 
had “mixed his labor with it,” in other words, worked with it and improved it and so had 
the right to it. In today’s terms—where what is at stake consists mainly of salaries and 
what we can buy with them (Locke was thinking mainly of land)—we would say that a 
person has the basic right to keep what he or she earns. Very recently, Locke’s theory 
has been updated considerably and argued forcefully by John Rawls’ younger Harvard 
colleague, Robert Nozick. In Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Nozick argues for the entitle- 
Ment theory and against any attempt to set “patterns” of fair distribution, for the en- 
forcement of any such pattern must result in the violation of people’s rights. 


FROM ANARCHY, STATE, AND UTOPIA 
BY ROBERT NOZICK 


Individuals have rights, and there are things no person or group may do to them 
(without violating their rights). So strong and far-reaching are these rights that they 
raise the question of what, if anything, the state and its officials may do. How much 
room do individual rights leave for the state? . . . Our main conclusions about the 
state are that a minimal state, limited to the narrow functions of protection against 
force, theft, fraud, enforcement of contracts, and so on, is justified; that any more 


"From Anarchy, State, and Utopia by Robert Nozick. Copyright © 1974 by Basic Books, Inc. Reprinted by 
Permission of Basic Books, a member of Perseus Books, L.L.C. 
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A minimal state, extensive state will violate persons’ rights to not be 

limited to th forced to do certain things, and is unjustified; and that 
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contracts, and THE ENTITLEMENT THEORY 

so on, is justified. The subject of justice in holdings consists of three ma- 


jor topics. The first is the original acquisition of hold- 

ings, the appropriation of unheld things. This includes the issues of how unheld 
things may come to be held, the process, or processes, by which unheld things may 
come to be held, the things that may come to be held by these processes, the extent 
of what comes to be held by a particular process, and so on. We shall refer to the 
complicated truth about this topic, which we shall not formulate here, as the princi- 
ple of justice in acquisition. The second topic concerns the transfer of holdings 
from one person to another. By what processes may a person transfer holdings to 
another? How may a person acquire a holding from another who holds it? Under 
this topic come general descriptions of voluntary exchange, and gift and (on the 
other hand) fraud, as well as reference to particular conventional details fixed upon 
in a given society. The complicated truth about this subject (with placeholders for 
conventional details) we shall call the principle of justice in transfer, (And we shall 
suppose it also includes principles governing how a person may divest himself of a 
holding, passing it into an unheld state.) 

If the world were wholly just, the following inductive definition would exhaus- 
tively cover the subject of justice in holdings. 


1. A person who acquires a holding in accordance with the principle of justice in 
acquisition is entitled to that holding. 

2. A person who acquires a holding in accordance with the principle of justice in 
transfer, from someone else entitled to the holding, is entitled to the holding. 

3. No one is entitled to a holding except by (repeated) applications of 1 and 2. 


The complete principle of distributive justice would say simply that a distribution is 
just if everyone is entitled to the holdings they possess under the distribution. 

A distribution is just if it arises from another just distribution by legitimate 
means. The legitimate means of moving from one distribution to another are 
specified by the principle of justice in transfer. The legitimate first “moves” are 
specified by the principle of justice in acquisition. Whatever arises from a just situa- 
tion by just steps is itself just. 


+.. 
Not all actual situations are generated in accordance with the two principles of 
justice in holdings: the principle of justice in acquisition and the principle of justice 
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in transfer. Some people steal from others, or defraud them, or enslave them, seizing 
their product and preventing them from living as they choose, or forcibly exclude 
others from competing in exchanges. None of these are permissible modes of transi- 
tion from one situation to another. And some persons acquire holdings by means not 
sanctioned by the principle of justice in acquisition. The existence of past injustice 
(previous violations of the first two principles of justice in holdings) raises the third 
major topic under justice in holdings: the rectification of injustice in holdings. If 
past injustice has shaped present holdings in various ways, some identifiable and 
some not, what now, if anything, ought to be done to rectify these injustices? What 
obligations do the performers of injustice have toward those whose position is worse 
than it would have been had the injustice not been done? Or, than it would have had 
compensation been paid promptly? How, if at all, do things change if the beneficia- 
ries and those made worse off are not the direct parties in the act of injustice, but, for 
example, their descendants? Is an injustice done to someone whose holding was it- 
self based upon an unrectified injustice? How far back must one go in wiping clean 
the historical slate of injustices? What may victims of injustice permissibly do in 
order to rectify the injustices being done to them, including the many injustices done 
by persons acting through their government? I do not know of a thorough or 
theoretically sophisticated treatment of such issues. Idealizing greatly, let us sup- 
pose theoretical investigations will produce a principle of rectification. This princi- 
ple uses historical information about previous situations and injustices done in them 
(as defined by the first two principles of justice and rights against interference), and 
information about the actual course of events that flowed from these injustices, until 
the present, and it yields a description (or descriptions) of holdings in the society. 
aed 


HISTORICAL PRINCIPLES AND END-RESULT PRINCIPLES 


The general outlines of the entitlement theory illuminate the nature and defects of 
other conceptions of distributive justice. The entitlement theory of justice in distri- 
bution is historical; whether a distribution is just depends upon how it came about. 
In contrast, current time-slice principles of justice hold that the justice of a distribu- 
tion is determined by how things are distributed (who has what) as judged by some 
structural principle(s) of just distribution. A utilitarian who judges between any two 
distributions by seeing which has the greater sum of utility and, if the sums tie, ap- 
plies some fixed equality criterion to choose the more equal distribution, would 
hold a current time-slice principle of justice. As would someone who had a fixed 
schedule of trade-offs between the sum of happiness and equality. According to a 
current time-slice principle, all that needs to be looked at, in judging the justice of a 
distribution, is who ends up with what; in comparing any two distributions one need 
look only at the matrix presenting the distributions. No further information need be 
fed into a principle of justice. It is a consequence of such principles of justice that 
any two structurally identical distributions are equally just. (Two distributions are 
structurally identical if they present the same profile, but perhaps have different per- 
sons occupying the particular slots. My having ten and your having five, and my 
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having five and your having ten are structurally identical distributions.) Welfare 
economics is the theory of current time-slice principles of justice. The subject is 
conceived as operating on matrices representing only current information about dis- 
tribution. This, as well as some of the usual conditions (for example, the choice of 
distribution is invariant under relabeling of columns), guarantees that welfare eco- 
nomics will be a current time-slice theory, with all of its inadequacies. 

Most persons do not accept current time-slice principles as constituting the 
whole story about distributive shares. They think it relevant in assessing the justice 
of a situation to consider not only the distribution it embodies, but also how that 
distribution came about. If some persons are in prison for murder or war crimes, we 
do not say that to assess the justice of the distribution in the society we must look 
only at what this person has, and that person has, and that person has, . . . at the cur- 
rent time. We think it relevant to ask whether someone did something so that he de- 
served to be punished, deserved to have a lower share. Most will agree to the 
relevance of further information with regard to punishments and penalties, Consider 
also desired things. One traditional socialist view is that workers are entitled to the 
product and full fruits of their labor; thay have earned it; a distribution is unjust if it 
does not give the workers what they are entitled to. Such entitlements are based 
upon some past history. No socialist holding this view would find it comforting to 
be told that because the actual distribution A happens to coincide structurally with 
the one he desires D, therefore is no less just than D; . . . This socialist rightly, in 
my view, holds onto the notions of earning, producing, entitlement, desert, and so 
forth, and he rejects current time-slice principles that look only to the structure of 
the resulting set of holdings. . . . His mistake lies in his view of what entitlements 
arise out of what sorts of productive processes. 


+ How does the entitlement theory differ from Rawls’ concep- 
tion of justice as fairness? Which view is more similar to 
Aristotle's conception of justice? 


5. Justice or Care: A Feminist Perspective 


The debate about justice has gone on for almost 2,500 years, But it might be noted that 
most of the voices in the debate have been male voices, and this raises the question 
whether there is some male bias to the perspective in which justice has been debated, or, 
indeed, some male bias in the very notion of justice itself, Cheshire Calhoun has ar- 
gued that this is the case. Here is an excerpt of her argument. 


| From “JUSTICE, CARE, GENDER BIAS” 
sy CHESHIRE CALHOUN!! 


Carol Gilligan poses two separable, though in her work not separate, challenges to 
moral theory. The first is a challenge to the adequacy of current moral theory that is 


Cheshire Calhoun, “Justice, Care, Gender Bias,” in Journal of Philosophy 85, 1988. Reprinted by permis- 


sion of the author. 
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dominated by the ethics of justice. The ethics of justice, on her view, excludes some 
dimensions of moral experience, such as contextual decision making, special obliga- 
tions, the moral motives of compassion and sympathy, and the relevance of consid- 
ering one’s own integrity in making moral decisions. The second is a challenge to 
moral theory’s presumed gender neutrality. The ethics of justice is not gender neu- 
tral, she argues, because it advocates ideals of agency, moral motivation, and correct 
moral reasoning which women are less likely than men to achieve; and because the 
moral dimensions excluded from the ethics of justice are just the ones figuring more 
prominently in women’s than men’s moral experience. 

The adequacy and gender bias charges are, for Gilligan, linked. She claims that 
the ethics of justice and the ethics of care are two different moral orientations. 
Whereas individuals may use both orientations, the shift from one to the other re- 
quires a Gestalt shift, since “the terms of one perspective do not contain the terms 
of the other.” The exclusion of the care perspective from the ethics of justice simul- 
taneously undermines the adequacy of the ethics of justice (it cannot give a com- 
plete account of moral life) and renders it gender-biased. 

Some critics have responded by arguing that there is no logical incompatibility 
between the two moral orientations. Because the ethics of justice does not in princi- 

ple exclude the ethics of care (even if theorists within 


The exclusion 

of the care per- 
spective from the 
ethics of justice 
simultaneously 
undermines the 
adequacy of the 
ethics of justice 
... and renders 
it gender-biased. 


the justice tradition have had little to say about care 
issues), it is neither inadequate nor gender-biased. Cor- 
rectly applying moral rules and principles, for instance, 
requires, rather than excludes, knowledge of contextual 
details, Both orientations are crucial to correct moral 
reasoning and an adequate understanding of moral life. 
Thus, the ethics of justice and the ethics of care are not 
in fact rivaling, alternative moral theories. The so- 
called ethics of care merely makes focal issues that are 
already implicitly contained in the ethics of justice. 
Suppose the two are logically compatible. Would 
the charge of gender bias evaporate? Yes, so long as 
gender neutrality only requires that the ethics of justice 
could, consistently, make room for the central moral 


concerns of the ethics of care. But perhaps gender neutrality requires more than 
this. Since the spectre of gender bias in theoretical knowledge is itself a moral is- 
sue, we would be well advised to consider the question of gender bias more care- 
fully before concluding that our moral theory speaks in an androgynous voice. 
Although we can and should test the ethics of justice by asking whether it could 
consistently include the central moral issues in the ethics of care, we might also ask 
what ideologies of the moral life are likely to result from the repeated inclusion or 
exclusion of particular topics in moral theorizing. ape: 
Theorizing that crystallizes into a tradition has nonlogical as well as logical im- 
Plications. In order to explain why a tradition has the contours it does, one may 
Need to suppose general acceptance of particular beliefs that are not logically en- 
tailed by any particular theory and might be denied by individual theorists were 
those beliefs articulated. When behavioral researchers, for example, focus almost 
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exclusively on aggression and its role in human life, neglecting other behavioral 
motives, their doing so has the nonlogical implication that aggression is, indeed, the 
most important behavioral motive. This is because only a belief like this would ex- 
plain the rationality of this pattern of research. Such nonlogical implications be- 
come ideologies when politically loaded (as the importance of aggression is when 
coupled with observations about women’s lower level of aggression). 

When understood as directed at moral theory’s nonlogical implications, the gen- 
der-bias charge takes a different form. Even if the ethics of justice could consis- 
tently accommodate the ethics of care, the critical point is that theorists in the 
justice tradition have not said much, except in passing, about the ethics of care, 
and are unlikely to say much in the future without a radical shift in theoretical 
priorities; and concentrating almost exclusively on rights of noninterference, impar- 
tiality, rationality, autonomy, and principles creates an ideology of the moral do- 
main which has undesirable political implications for women. This formulation 
shifts the justice-care debate from one about logical compatibility to a debate about 
which theoretical priorities would improve the lot of women. 


+ Inwhat sense are notions of justice “masculine” ? What con- 
tribution or revisions can a feminist perspective offer? 


B. INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS AND FREEDOM 


If our concern were only the smooth workings of society, almost any government would 
do—the stronger the better, the more authoritarian, the more efficient. But efficiency is 
only one of several concerns and probably not the most important. You might argue that 
the public interest could be served by such a government, but it is clear that justice and 
individual rights could not. The importance of the social contract theory (and consent-of- 
the governed theories in general) is the clear emphasis on justice and rights. However, the 
social contract theory by itself is not entirely clear about the status of individual rights, 
as Nozick makes clear in his criticism of Rawls. Those rights concerning freedom are of 
particular concern here. How much personal freedom does the social contract guarantee 
us? Thus any discussion of justice and the state must include some special concern for 
the status of basic freedoms and unalienable rights (that is, rights that no one and no gov- 
ernment may take away), such as freedom to speak one’s political opinions without ha- 
rassment, freedom to worship (or not worship) without being penalized or punished, free- 
dom to defend oneself against attack (“the right to bear arms” is a controversial case), and 
the freedom to pursue one’s own interests (where these do not interfere with the rights of 
others). In addition, we can add the right not to be imprisoned without reason, or accused 
without a fair trial, or punished unduly fora crime committed. Our best-known list of such 
freedoms and rights is the American Bill of Rights, appended to the main body of the Con- 
stitution as a kind of contractual guarantee of personal rights. 
But even if the importance of such rights is indisputable, the precise formulation and 
extent of those rights are highly debatable. We speak of “unalienable rights,” but should 
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such rights be left unrestricted, for example, even in wartime? It is clear, to mention the 
most common example, that freedom of speech does not extend so far as the right to 
falsely yell “fire” in a crowded theater. Freedom of speech, therefore, like other rights, 
is limited by considerations of public welfare and utility. But how limited? Is mere an- 
noyance to the government sufficient, or general boredom among the populace? Simi- 
larly, we can go back to the difficult examples we raised in earlier sections. Are the 
rights against imprisonment and harsh punishment always valid against overwhelming 
public interest? For example, are they valid in the case of a criminal who has committed 
crimes repeatedly? Or, to take a difficult example, is “free enterprise” an “unalienable” 
right in our society? Or is free enterprise rather a theory (and a debatable one) that sug- 
gests that public interest and justice will best be served by open competition and a free 
market? But that theory evolved before modern monopolies developed and before it 
was obvious that “free” markets could be manipulated so as not to be either free or in 
the public interest at all. Is that “freedom” still a right? Or should it also be tempered by 
other concerns? 

One of the most important basic rights is the presumed right to own private property. 
John Locke, writing just after the English (“Glorious”) Revolution of 1688, listed three 
basic rights that would become the main ingredients of both the American Declaration 
of Independence and a still-prominent political philosophy called liberalism. Foremost 
among them were “life, liberty, and the right to own private property.” (The original 
draft of the American Declaration included just these three, but Jefferson replaced the 
last with the less committal “pursuit of happiness.”) For Locke, private property is the 
bulwark of freedom and the basis of other human rights. One’s own body is private 
property in the most basic sense; no one else has the authority to violate or use it with- 
out permission. Most contemporary societies recognize this right to one’s own body as 
fundamental, But then Locke adds that the right to own property that one has helped 
cultivate with his or her body (“hath mixed his labour with it”) is also basic to freedom 
and human dignity. The Protestant work ethic emerges very powerfully in this view, 
in which work and rights are treated together, the first being our way of earning the 
second: 


FROM THE SECOND TREATISE ON GOVERNMENT 
BY JOHN LOCKE!2 


Though the earth and all inferior creatures be common to all men, yet every man 
has a property in his own person. This nobody has any right to but himself. The 
labour of his body and the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his. What- 
soever, then, he removes out of the state that nature hath provided and left it in, he 
hath mixed his labour with it, and joined to it something that is his own, and 
thereby makes it his property. It being by him removed from the common state na- 
ture placed it in, it hath by this labour something annexed to it that excludes the 
common right of other men. For his labour being the unquestionable property of the 


"John Locke, The Second Treatise on Government, Oxford: Clarendon, 1690, pp. 26-27, 51 
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For his labour 
being the unques- 
tionable property 
of the labourer, 
no man but he 
can have a right 
to what that is 
once joined to, 
at least where 
there is enough, 
and as good left 
in common for 
others. 


labourer, no man but he can have a right to what that is 
once joined to, at least where there is enough, and as 
good left in common for others. 

He that is nourished by the acorns he picked up un- 
der an oak, or the apples he gathered from the trees in 
the wood, has certainly appropriated them to himself. 
Nobody can deny but the nourishment is his. I ask, 
then, when did they begin to be his? when he digested? 
or when he ate? or when he boiled? or when he 
brought them home? or when he picked them up? And 
tis plain, if the first gathering made them not his, noth- 
ing else could. That labour put a distinction between 
them and common. That added something to them 
more than Nature, the common mother of all, had 
done, and so they became his private right. And will 
any one say he had not right to those acorns or apples 
he thus appropriated because he had not the consent of 
all mankind to make them his? Was it a robbery thus to 


assume to himself what belonged to all in common? If such a consent as that was 
necessary, man had starved, notwithstanding the plenty God had given him. We see 
in commons, which remain so by compact, that ‘tis the taking any part of what is 
common, and removing it out of the state Nature leaves it in, which begins the 
property, without which the common is of no use. And the taking of this or that part 
does not depend on the express consent of all the commoners. Thus, the grass my 
horse has bit, the turfs my servant has cut, and the ore I have digged in any place, 
where I have a right to them in common with others, become my property without 
the assignation or consent of any body. The labour that was mine, removing them 
out of that common state they were in, hath fixed my property in them. 


eee 


And thus, I think, it is very easy to conceive, without any difficulty, how labour 
could at first begin a title of property in the common things of nature, and how the 


spending it upon our uses bounded it; so that there could then be no reason of quar- 
relling about title, nor any doubt about the largeness of possession it gave. Right 
and conveniency went together. For as a man had a right to all he could employ his 
labour upon, so he had no temptation to labour for more than he could make use of. 
This left no room for controversy about the title, nor for encroachment on the right 
of others, What portion a man carved to himself was easily seen; and it was useless 
as well as dishonest to carve himself too much, or take more than he needed. 


It is important to point out that discussions of rights should never be set apart from 


discussions of political duties and obligations. As the several versions of the social con- 
tract make clear, these are always part of one and the same agreement—certain rights in 
return for certain obligations. To discuss freedom of speech, for example, without also 
discussing the obligation to be well informed and logically coherent, is to provide a 
dangerously one-sided view of the problem. One way of developing this idea of an ex- 
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change of rights and obligations has been to distinguish two different senses of “free- 
dom”: a negative freedom from interference and a positive freedom to realize one’s own 
potential and find one’s place in society. Freedom from interference may be necessary 
for a person to enjoy life and contribute to the welfare of those around him or her, but a 
person also needs positive goods—health and education, for example. Thus freedom 
takes on a double meaning, freedom from interference but freedom to participate in so- 
ciety too. Since positive freedom also includes a person’s being able to take on respon- 
sibilities, some philosophers have pointed out a paradox in the idea of being “free to 
perform obligations.” 

The idea that one is “free to perform obligations” may sound odd to us because we 
are so used to talking exclusively about freedom from constraints and the demands 
made by authority. But one theme that has recurred since the ancient Greeks is that all 
rights and “freedoms from” must be coupled with duties and obligations and the free- 
dom to perform them. In Rousseau, for example, the citizen’s obligations to the state are 
just as important as the state’s obligations to its citizens. Many philosophers are con- 
cerned that simple freedom from constraint leaves people without direction or morality 
and can easily degenerate into chaos and anarchy. Thus these philosophers stress the ne- 
cessity of laws and guidelines as an essential part of freedom. This is why they call it 
“positive” freedom since it necessarily includes “positive” goods (health and education) 
as well as a set of roles, duties, obligations, and constraints. This notion can be abused 
easily, however, for “positive freedom” can be made compatible with the most authori- 
tarian state. (The Soviet Union, for example, often used the term freedom in this “posi- 
tive” sense.) But despite possible abuses, it is important to see that there is more to 
freedom than simple freedom from interference. Whenever someone demands freedom, 
it is important to ask not only “from what?” but also “for what?” 

It is also worth distinguishing several different kinds of rights. We can distinguish 
between “negative” and “positive” rights as well as freedoms; one has a right not to be 
interfered with, and one has rights to certain goods that society can provide. We have 
mostly been discussing negative rights (the right to be left alone, the right not to be ar- 
rested without good reason). But there are positive rights that are equally important, al- 
though they are often more controversial in this society, for example, the right to a 
minimal income regardless of the work one performs, the right to adequate health care 
regardless of one’s ability to pay for it. Many rights are clearly localized to a particular 
State or a particular community, as, for example, the right of university regents to free 
football game tickets and lunches at taxpayers’ expense. These rights exist by conven- 
tion only and cannot be generalized from one community to another. 

Then, more generally, there are civil rights, rights that are guaranteed in a particular 
State. One example can be the right to equal treatment despite differences in skin color 
or Sex or religion, as required by various state and federal laws. These are clearly much 
more important than the conventional rights, and they have a clearly moral basis. For 
that reason, even though they are defined by reference to a particular state and society, 
they are often generalized to other societies as well. Insofar as they are generalized in 
this way, they become moral rights or human rights, extendable to all people, in any 
Society, regardless of the laws and customs of the society in which they live. Some ap- 
parent human rights have been hotly debated: for example, whether the U.S. govern- 
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ment has the moral authority to interfere with the harsh abuses of human rights in, say, 
China or Castro’s Cuba. If the right in question is harsh punishment for a seemingly mi- 
nor crime, it might be argued that their system of punishment is simply more severe 
than ours, and we should not apply our values. If the right in question is the ability of 
citizens to speak out against the government without threat of imprisonment or worse, a 
strong argument has been made that the U.S. government does indeed have that moral 
authority (whether or not it wishes to risk the consequences is another matter). But if 
the right in question is one of those basic human rights against torture or debasement or 
pointless murder, then it can be argued that everyone has a moral obligation to defend 
such rights. Human rights are those that transcend all social and national boundaries; 
they demand that people deserve certain treatment just because they are human, regard- 
less of all else. 

A right is a kind of demand, the demand that one is owed something by society and 
the state, usually a certain sort of consideration or treatment. But most of the rights we 
have been discussing are in fact rights to freedom or to liberty, that is, the right to be left 
alone and not interfered with. A belief in individual freedom forms the basis of the lib- 
eral political philosophy, which is defined most of all by a commitment to the right of 
each individual to be free to do whatever he or she wishes as long as it doesn’t interfere 
with similar rights of others. The classic statement of this position is another pamphlet 
by John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (1859). In it, he defends the rights of individuals and 
minorities against the tyranny of democratic majorities, for Mill sees that liberty can be 
as endangered in a democracy as it can in an authoritarian state. Mill goes on to offer a 
“very simple principle,” that individual liberty is to be considered inviolable except 
when other people are threatened with harm. 


FROM ON LIBERTY 
BY JOHN STUART MILL?3 


The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled to govern 
absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of compulsion and 
control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal penalties, or 
the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is, that the sole end for which 
mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of 
action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for which 
power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilised community, 
against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or 
moral, is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or for- 
bear because it will be better for him to do so, because it will make him happier, be- 
cause, in the opinions of others, to do so would be wise, or even right. These are 
good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading 
him, or entreating him, but not for compelling him, or visiting with any evil in case 
he do otherwise. To justify that, the conduct from which it is desired to deter him 


13John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, London: Longmans, 1859. 
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must be calculated to produce evil to some one else. The only part of the conduct 
of any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In 
the part which merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. 
Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign. 

It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to say that this doctrine is meant to apply only to 
human beings in the maturity of their faculties. We are not speaking of children, or of 
young persons below the age which the law may fix as that of manhood or woman- 
hood. Those who are still in a state to require being taken care of by others, must be 
protected against their own actions as well as against external injury. For the same 
reason, we may leave out of consideration those backward states of society in 
which the race itself may be considered as in its nonage. The early difficulties in the 
way of spontaneous progress are so great, that there is seldom any choice of means 
for overcoming them; and a ruler full of the spirit of improvement is warranted in 
the use of any expedients that will attain an end, perhaps otherwise unattainable. 
Despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians, provided 
the end be their improvement,!4 and the means justified by actually affecting that 
end. Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any state of things anterior to the 
time when mankind have become capable of being improved by free and equal 
discussion. 

It is proper to state that I forego any advantage which could be derived to my ar- 
gument from the idea of abstract right, as a thing independent of utility. I regard 
utility as the ultimate appeal on all ethical questions; but it must be utility in the 
largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of a man as a progressive being. 
Those interests, I contend, authorise the subjection of individual spontaneity to ex- 
ternal control, only in respect to those actions of each, which concern the interest of 
other people. If any one does an act hurtful to others, there is a prima facie case for 
punishing him, by law, or, where legal penalties are not safely applicable, by gen- 
eral disapprobation. There are also many positive acts for the benefit of others, 
which he may rightfully be compelled to perform; such as to give evidence in a 
court of justice; to bear his fair share in the common defence, or in any other joint 
work necessary to the interest of the society of which he enjoys the protection; and 
to perform certain acts of individual beneficence, such as saving a fellow creature’s 
life, or interposing to protect the defenceless against ill-usage, things which when- 
ever it is obviously a man’s duty to do, he may rightfully be made responsible to so- 
ciety for not doing. A person may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by 
his inaction, and in either case is justly accountable to them for the injury. The latter 
case, it is true, requires a much more cautious exercise of compulsion than the for- 
mer. To make any one answerable for doing evil to others is the rule; to make him 
answerable for not preventing evil is, comparatively speaking, the exception. Yet 
there are many cases clear enough and grave enough to justify that exception. In all 
things which regard the external relations of the individual, he is de jure amenable 


"Notice the political implications for this qualification, however, in “underdeveloped” countries and 
colonies. The principle of paternalism—that one ought to take care of those who cannot take care of them- 
Selves—is easily abused and therefore dangerous. 
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The only freedom 
which deserves 
the name, is that 
of pursuing our 
own good in our 
own way, so long 
as we do not at- 
tempt to deprive 
others of theirs, 
or impede their 
efforts to obtain it. 


to those whose interests are concerned, and, if need be, to society as their protector. 
There are often good reasons for not holding him to the responsibility; but these 
reasons must arise from the special expediencies of the case: either because it is a 
kind of case in which he is on the whole likely to act better, when left to his own 
discretion, than when controlled in any way in which society have it in their power 
to control him; or because the attempt to exercise control would produce other 
evils, greater than those which it would prevent. When such reasons as these pre- 
clude the enforcement of responsibility, the conscience of the agent himself should 
step into the vacant judgment seat, and protect those interests of others which have 
no external protection; judging himself all the more rigidly, because the case does 
not admit of his being made accountable to the judgment of his fellow creatures. 
But there is a sphere of action in which society, as distinguished from the indi- 
vidual, has, if any, only an indirect interest; comprehending all that portion of a per- 
son’s life and conduct which affects only himself, or if it also affects others, only 
with their free, voluntary, and undeceived consent and participation. When I say 
only himself, I mean directly, and in the first instance; for whatever affects himself, 
may affect others through himself; and the objection which may be grounded on 
this contingency, will receive consideration in the sequel. This, then, is the appro- 
priate region of human liberty. It comprises, first, the inward domain of conscious- 
ness; demanding liberty of conscience in the most comprehensive sense; liberty of 
thought and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all subjects, 
practical or speculative, scientific, moral, or theological. The liberty of expressing 
and publishing opinions may seem to fall under a different principle, since it be- 
longs to that part of the conduct of an individual which concerns other people; but, 
being almost of as much importance as the liberty of thought itself, and resting in 


great part on the same reasons, is practically insepara- 
ble from it. Secondly, the principle requires liberty of 
tastes and pursuits; of framing the plan of our life to 
Suit our own character; of doing as we like, subject to 
such consequences as may follow: without impediment 
from our fellow creatures, so long as what we do does 
not harm them, even though they should think our con- 
duct foolish, perverse, or wrong. Thirdly, from this lib- 
erty of each individual, follows the liberty, within the 
same limits, of combination among individuals; free- 
dom to unite, for any purpose not involving harm to 
others: the persons combining being supposed to be of 
full age, and not forced or deceived. 

No society in which these liberties are not, on the 
whole, respected, is free, whatever may be its form of 
government and unqualified. The only freedom which 
deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own good in 


| our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede 
their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of his own health, whether 
| bodily, or mental and spiritual. Mankind are greater gainers by suffering each other 
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to live as seems good to themselves, than by compelling each to live as seems good 
to the rest. 


Mill’s main concern in his essay is the extent to which government and public inter- 
est have authority over individuals and individual actions. If an action harms other peo- 
ple or presents a public menace, then government does have the authority to prevent it 
or punish a person for doing it. But if an action is not harmful to others, the government 
has no such authority. In the question of freedom of speech, for example, this means 
that governments have no authority to censor some comment or publication unless it 
clearly harms other people, not merely annoys or personally offends them. Mill is par- 
ticularly concerned with protecting individuals against “the tyranny of the majority.” 
The public interest is authoritative to “a limit,’ but that limit does not include interfer- 
ing with personal affairs or opinions. 

If one accepts Mills’ argument for limited government, one might also be tempted to 
take one more radical step—no government at all. This is the dream of anarchists, rep- 
resented here by Emma Goldman. 


rrom “ANARCHISM: WHAT IT REALLY STANDS FOR” 
BY EMMA GOLDMAN!S 


I am an Anarchist! Wherefore I will 
Not rule, and also ruled I will not be! 
John Henry Mackay 


To deal even remotely with all that is being said and done against Anarchism would 
necessitate the writing of a whole volume. I shall therefore meet only two of the 
principal objections. In so doing, I shall attempt to elucidate what Anarchism really 
stands for. 

eee 

What, then, are the objections? First, Anarchism is impractical, though a beauti- 
ful ideal. Second, Anarchism stands for violence and destruction, hence it must be 
repudiated as vile and dangerous. Both the intelligent man and the ignorant mass 
judge not from a thorough knowledge of the subject, but either from hearsay or 
false interpretation. 

A practical scheme, says Oscar Wilde, is either one already in existence, or a 
scheme that could be carried out under the existing conditions; but it is exactly the 
existing conditions that one objects to, and any scheme that could accept these con- 
ditions is wrong and foolish. The true criterion of the practical, therefore, is not 
whether the latter can keep intact the wrong or foolish; rather is it whether the 
scheme has vitality enough to leave the stagnant waters of the old, and build, as 
Well as sustain, new life. In the light of this conception, Anarchism is indeed practi- 


'SEmma Goldman, “Anarchism: What It Really Stands For,” http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/anarchist_archives/ 
goldman/aando/anarchism.html. 
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cal. More than any other idea, it is helping to do away with the wrong and foolish; 
more than any other idea, it is building and sustaining new life. 
ooo 
Destruction and violence! How is the ordinary man to know that the most vio- 
lent element in society is ignorance; that its power of destruction is the very thing 
Anarchism is combating? Nor is he aware that Anarchism, whose roots, as it were, 
are part of nature’s forces, destroys, not healthful tissue, but parasitic growths that 
feed on the life’s essence of society. It is merely clearing the soil from weeds and 
sagebrush, that it may eventually bear healthy fruit. 
oe 
Anarchism urges man to think, to investigate, to analyze every proposition; but 
that the brain capacity of the average reader be not taxed too much, I also shall be- 
gin with a definition, and then elaborate on the latter. 


ANARCHISM:—The philosophy of a new social order based on liberty unre- 
stricted by man-made law; the theory that all forms of government rest on vio- 
lence, and are therefore wrong and harmful, as well as unnecessary. 


The new social order rests, of course, on the materialistic basis of life; but while 
all Anarchists agree that the main evil today is an economic one, they maintain that 
the solution of that evil can be brought about only through the consideration of 
every phase of life,—individual, as well as the collective; the internal, as well as the 
external phases. 

A thorough perusal of the history of human development will disclose two ele- 
ments in bitter conflict with each other; elements that are only now beginning to be 
understood, not as foreign to each other, but as closely related and truly harmo- 
nious, if only placed in proper environment: the individual and social instincts. The 
individual and society have waged a relentless and bloody battle for ages, each 
striving for supremacy, because each was blind to the value and importance of the 
other. The individual and social instincts,—the one a most potent factor for individ- 
ual endeavor, for growth, aspiration, self-realization; the other an equally potent 
factor for mutual helpfulness and social well-being. 

The explanation of the storm raging within the individual, and between him and 
his surroundings, is not far to seek. The primitive man, unable to understand his be- 
ing, much less the unity of all life, felt himself absolutely dependent on blind, hid- 
den forces ever ready to mock and taunt him. Out of that attitude grew the religious 
concepts of man as a mere speck of dust dependent on superior powers on high, 
who can only be appeased by complete surrender. All the early Sagas rest on that 
idea, which continues to be the Leitmotiv of the biblical tales dealing with the rela- 
tion of man to God, to the State, to society. Again and again the same motif, man is 
nothing, the powers are everything. Thus Jehovah would only endure man on con- 
dition of complete surrender. Man can have all the glories of the earth, but he must 
not become conscious of himself. The State, society, and moral laws all sing the 
same refrain: Man can have all the glories of the earth, but he must not become 
conscious of himself. 

Anarchism is the only philosophy which brings to man the consciousness of 
himself; which maintains that God, the State, and society are non-existent, that their 
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promises are null and void, since they can be fulfilled only through man’s subordi- 
nation. Anarchism is therefore the teacher of the unity of life; not merely in nature, 
but in man. There is no conflict between the individual and the social instincts, any 
more than there is between the heart and the lungs: the one the receptacle of a pre- 
cious life essence, the other the repository of the element that keeps the essence 
pure and strong. The individual is the heart of society, conserving the essence of so- 
cial life; society is the lungs which are distributing the element to keep the life 
essence—that is, the individual—pure and strong. 


+ What is a right? What does it mean to say that they are in- 
alienable? Are rights ever actually absolute or inalienable? 

+ What is the relationship between rights and obligations? 
Provide an example. How do the concepts of negative free- 
dom and positive freedom help clarify the distinction be- 
tween rights and obligations? How do these two notions of 
freedom relate to positive and negative rights? 

+ What is the difference between a civil right and a human 

right? Does Hobbes think that there are any human rights? 

What is the only justification for the exercise of power, ac- 

cording to Mill? When is despotism a legitimate form of gov- 

ernment? 

+ How is liberty related to a notion of rights? Which of the 
rights guaranteed under the American Constitution can you 
identify in Mill's article? 


. 
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In an ideal state, both government and populace would respect and uphold individual 
rights and justice. But neither governments nor people in general are ideal, and often, 
although both government and people give lip service to the importance of rights and 
justice, in practice they fall far short. In our own founding documents, for instance, it is 
clearly stated that “all men are created equal,” but not only did the phrase “all men” not 
include half of the adult American population, its women, but this was written at a time 
when America legally included the right to own slaves (and the Declaration’s primary 
author, Thomas Jefferson, was a slave owner himself). Although the laws permitting 
Slavery were eliminated with the American Civil War, the segregation of the races and 
consequent violations of individual rights and justice continue in America until this day. 
But not only may a good country have bad laws and bad customs; worse, sometimes the 
law of the land itself violates the most basic tenets of rights and justice. South Africa, 
until 1993, was a nation whose very foundation was based on the separation of whites 
and nonwhites, at the cost of severe political, economic, social, and personal disadvan- 
tages for the latter. 

In all such circumstances, whether the problem is not living up to noble principles 
and precepts, or living under the scope of bad laws, or living in a country whose very 
foundation violates human rights and justice, there is the painful necessity of fighting 
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for these basic human values. It is wonderful for those of us who can take our rights and 
justice more or less for granted, though never let us forget, as many have reminded us, 
that the cost of such good fortune is “eternal vigilance” and that injustice anywhere can 
affect justice and well-being everywhere. But for those who find themselves directly 
confronting bad laws and evil practices, the philosophy of rights and justice provides 
the personal strength necessary to engage in such battles. In the five readings that fol- 
low, we see this philosophy at work in various ways in the words of some of the heroes 
of the previous century or so. We begin with Frederick Douglass, the nineteenth cen- 
tury abolitionist who was himself a former slave. The context of Douglass’ argument 
may at first seem both shocking and surprising. In this selection, he defends a friend’s 
decision to buy his own freedom (and that means, to obey the laws treating slaves as 
property) rather than to violate the law and run away. Douglass’ defense throws a great 
deal of light on the dilemma of African-Americans under the yoke of our most inhu- 
mane historical institution. 


FROM “IN DEFENSE OF PURCHASING FREEDOM” 
By FREDERICK DOUGLASS!6 


22, St. Ann’s Square, Manchester, 
December 22, 1846 
Dear Friend: 

... Lam in England, my family are in the United States. My sphere of usefulness 
is in the United States; my public and domestic duties are there; and there it seems 
my duty to go. But I am legally the property of Thomas Auld, and if I go to the 
United States, (no matter to what part, for there is no City of Refuge there, no spot 
sacred to freedom there,) Thomas Auld, aided by the American Government, can 
seize, bind and fetter, and drag me from my family, feed his cruel revenge upon me, 
and doom me to unending slavery. In view of this simple statement of facts, a few 
friends, desirous of seeing me released from the terrible liability, and to relieve my 
wife and children from the painful trepidation, consequent upon the liability, and to 
place me on an equal footing of safety with all other anti-slavery lecturers in the 
United States, and to enhance my usefulness by enlarging the field of my labors in 
the United States, have nobly and generously paid Hugh Auld, the agent of Thomas 
Auld, £150—in consideration of which, Hugh Auld (acting as his agent) and the 
Government of the United States agree, that I shall be free from all further liability. 

These, dear friend, are the facts of the whole transaction. The principle here 
acted on by my friends, and that upon which I shall act in receiving the manumis- 
sion papers, I deem quite defensible. 

First, as to those who acted as my friends, and their actions. The actuating mo- 
tive was, to secure me from a liability full of horrible forebodings to myself and 
family. With this object, I will do you the justice to say, I believe you fully unite, al- 
though some parts of your letters would seem to justify a different belief. 


'6Prederick Douglass, Selected Writings, ed. Michael Meyer, New York: Modern Library, 1984. 


C. FIGHTING FOR RIGHTS AND JUSTICE 647 


Then, as to the measure adopted to secure this result. Does it violate a funda- 
mental principle, or does it not? This is the question, and to my mind the only ques- 
tion of importance, involved in the discussion, I believe that, on our part, no just or 
holy principle has been violated. 

Before entering upon the argument in support of this view, I will take the 
liberty (and I know you will pardon it) to say, I think you should have pointed out 
some principle violated in the transaction, before you proceeded to exhort me to 
repentance. ... 

The principle which you appear to regard as violated by the transaction in ques- 
tion, may be stated as follows:—Every man has a natural and inalienable right to 
himself. The inference from this is, “that man cannot hold property in man” —and 
as man cannot hold property in man, neither can Hugh Auld nor the United States 
have any right of property in me—and having no right of property in me, they have 
no right to sell me—and, having no right to sell me, no one has a right to buy me. I 
think I have now stated the principle, and the inference from the principle, dis- 
tinctly and fairly. Now, the question upon which the whole controversy turns is, 
simply, this: does the transaction, which you condemn, really violate this principle? 
I own that, to a superficial observer, it would seem to do so. But I think I am pre- 
pared to show, that, so far from being a violation of that principle, it is truly a noble 
vindication of it. Before going further, let me state here, briefly, what sort of a pur- 
chase would have been a violation of this principle, which, in common with your- 
self, I reverence, and am anxious to preserve inviolate. 

Ist. It would have been a violation of that principle, had those who purchased 
me done so, to make me a slave, instead of a freeman. And, 

2ndly. It would have been a violation of that principle, had those who purchased 
me done so with a view to compensate the slaveholder, for what he and they re- 
garded as his rightful property. 

In neither of these ways was my purchase effected. My liberation was, in their 
estimation, of more value than £150; the happiness and repose of my family were, 
in their judgment, more than paltry gold. The £150 was paid to the remorseless 
plunderer, not because he had any just claim to it, but to induce him to give up his 
legal claim to something which they deemed of more value than money. It was not 
to compensate the slaveholder, but to release me from his power; not to establish 
my natural right to freedom, but to release me from all legal liabilities to slavery. 
And all this, you and I, and the slaveholders, and all who know anything of the 
transaction, very well understand. The very letter to Hugh Auld, proposing terms of 
purchase, informed him that those who gave, denied his right to it. The error of 
those, who condemn this transaction, consists in their confounding the crime of 
buying men into slavery, with the meritorious act of buying men out of slavery, and 
the purchase of legal freedom with abstract right and natural freedom. They say, “If 
you BUY, you recognize the right to sell. If you receive, you recognize the right of 
the giver to give.” And this has a show of truth, as well as of logic. But a few plain 
cases will show its entire fallacy. 

There is now, in this country, a heavy duty on corn, The government of this _ 
country has imposed it; and though I regard it a most unjust and wicked imposition, 
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no man of common sense will charge me with endorsing or recognizing the right of 
this government to impose this duty, simply because, to prevent myself and family 
from starving, I buy and eat this corn. 

Take another case:—I have had dealings with a man. I have owed him one hun- 
dred dollars, and have paid it; I have lost the receipt. He comes upon me the second 
time for the money. I know, and he knows, he has no right to it; but he is a villain, 
and has me in his power. The law is with him, and against me. I must pay or be 
dragged to jail. I choose to pay the bill a second time. To say I sanctioned his right 
to rob me, because I preferred to pay rather than go to jail, is to utter an absurdity, 
to which no sane man would give heed. And yet the principle of action, in each of 


these cases, is the same. The man might indeed say, the claim is unjust—and de- 
clare, I will rot in jail, before I will pay it. But this would not, certainly, be de- 
manded by any principle of truth, justice, or humanity. . . . 

As to the expediency of the measures, different opinions may well prevail; but in 
regard to the principle, I feel it difficult to conceive of two opinions. I am free to 
say, that, had I possessed one hundred and fifty pounds, I would have seen Hugh 
Auld kicking, before I would have given it to him. I would have waited till the 
emergency came, and only given up the money when nothing else would do. But 
my friends thought it best to provide against the contingency; they acted on their 


own responsibility, and I am not disturbed about the result. But, having acted on 


I am persuaded 

to receive the 
papers . . . not, 
however, as a 
proof of my right 
to be free, for that 
is self-evident, but 
as a proof that my 
friends have been 
legally robbed of 
£150, in order to 
secure that which 
is the birth-right 
of every man. 


a true principle, I do not feel free to disavow their 
proceedings. 

In conclusion, let me say, I anticipate no such 
change in my position as you predict. I shall be Freder- 
ick Douglass still, and once a slave still. I shall neither 
be made to forget nor cease to feel the wrongs of my 
enslaved fellow-countrymen. My knowledge of slavery 
will be the same, and my hatred of it will be the same. 
By the way, I have never made my own person and suf- 
fering the theme of public discourse, but have always 
based my appeal upon the wrongs of the three millions 
now in chains; and these shall still be the burthen of 
my speeches. You intimate that I may reject the papers, 
and allow them to remain in the hands of those friends 
who have effected the purchase, and thus avail myself 
of the security afforded to them, without sharing any 
part of the responsibility of the transaction. My objec- 
tion to this is one of honor. I do not think it would be 
very honorable on my part, to remain silent during the 
whole transaction, and giving it more than my silent 
approval; and then, when the thing is completed, and I 


am safe, attempt to play the hero, by throwing off all responsibility in the matter. It 
might be said, and said with great propriety, “Mr. Douglass, your indignation is 
very good, and has but one fault, and that is, it comes too late!” It would be a show 
of bravery when the danger is over. From every view I have been able to take the 
subject, I am persuaded to receive the papers, if presented,—not, however, as a 


C. FIGHTING FOR RIGHTS AND JUSTICE 649 


proof of my right to be free, for that is self-evident, but as a proof that my friends 
have been legally robbed of £150, in order to secure that which is the birth-right of 
every man. And I will hold up those papers before the world, in proof of the plun- 
dering character of the American government. It shall be the brand of infamy, 
stamping the nation, in whose name the deed was done, as a great aggregation of 
hypocrites, thieves and liars,—and their condemnation is just. They declare that all 
men are created equal, and have a natural and inalienable right to liberty, while they 
rob me of £150, as a condition of my enjoying this natural and inalienable right. It 
will be their condemnation, in their own hand-writing, and may be held up to the 
world as a means of humbling that haughty republic into repentance. 

I agree with you, that the contest which I have to wage is against the government 
of the United States. But the representative of that government is the slaveholder, 
Thomas Auld. He is commander-in-chief of the army and navy. The whole civil and 
naval force of the nation are at his disposal. He may command all these to his assis- 
tance, and bring them all to bear upon me, until I am made entirely subject to this 
will, or submit to be robbed myself, or allow my friends to be robbed, of seven hun- 
dred and fifty dollars. And rather than be subject to his will, I have submitted to be 
robbed, or allowed my friends to be robbed, of the seven hundred and fifty dollars. 

Sincerely yours, 
Frederick Douglass 


+ Douglass argues in defense of his friend’s decision to buy his 
own freedom and thus seems to condone the property rights 
of slave owners. Would Locke defend such a right? Why does 
Douglass believe that in purchasing another's freedom, one 
does not condone the property rights of slave owners? Is own- 
ing slaves analogous to the extortion case? Do you think that 
Douglass’ argument is somewhat Hobbesian? 


The great American essayist, Henry David Thoreau, did not agree with Socrates or 
with Douglass. In his famous essay “Civil Disobedience” he defended his decision not 
to pay his taxes. He claimed that for a person to obey the laws of government which be- 
haved unjustly was the same as his or her behaving unjustly him or herself. While 
“lesser men”—degraded, immoral, and unthinking pawns of government—might go 
along year after year, casting their impotent and thoughtless vote, no man of moral char- 
acter would do so, claimed Thoreau. Being such a man himself, he absolved himself of 
any obligations toward his country other than to “do what he believed right.” 


ON “CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE” 
BY HENRY DAVID THOREAU!’ 


I heartily accept the motto,—“That government is best which governs least;” and I 
should like to see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it 


"Henry David Thoreau, “Resistance to Civil Government,” 1849. 
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finally amounts to this, which also I believe, —“That government is best which gov- 
erns not at all;” and when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of govern- 
ment which they will have. Government is at best but an expedient; but most 
governments are usually, and all governments are sometimes, inexpedient. The ob- 
jections which have been brought against a standing army, and they are many and 
weighty, and deserve to prevail, may also at least be brought against a standing gov- 
ernment. The standing army is only an arm of the standing government. The gov- 
ernment itself, which is only the mode which the people have chosen to execute 
their will, is equally liable to be abused and perverted before the people can act 
through it. Witness the present Mexican war, the work of comparatively a few indi- 
viduals using the standing government as their tool; for, in the outset, the people 
would not have consented to this measure. 

This American government,—what is it but a tradition, though a recent one, en- 
deavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity, but each instant losing some of 
its integrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single living man; for a single man 
can bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves; and, if 
ever they should use it in earnest as a real one against each other, it will surely split. 
But it is not the less necessary for this; for the people must have some complicated 
machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that idea of government which they 
have. Governments show thus how successfully men can be imposed on, even im- 
pose on themselves, for their own advantage. It is excellent, we must allow; yet this 
government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which 
it got out of its way. Zt does not keep the country free. /t does not settle the West. Zt 
does not educate. The character inherent in the American people has done all that 
has been accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if the government 
had not sometimes got in its way. For government is an expedient by which men 
would fain succeed in letting one another alone; and, as has been said, when it is 
most expedient, the governed are most let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they 
were not made of India rubber, would never manage to bound over the obstacles 
which legislators are continually putting in their way; and, if one were to judge 

these men wholly by the effects of their actions, and 
Must the citizen not partly by their intentions, they would deserve to be 
ever for a moment, classed and punished with those mischievous persons 
in the’ al who put obstructions on the railroads. 
or in the least de But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike 


gree, resign his those who call themselves no-government men, I ask 
conscience to the for, not at once no government, but at once a better 
levisl ? Wh government. Let every man make known what kind of 
egistator: y government would command his respect, and that will 

has every man a be one step toward obtaining it. 

conscience, then? After all, the practical reason why, when the power 


is once in the hands of the people, a majority are per- 
mitted, and for a long period continue, to rule, is not because they are most likely to 
be in the right, nor because this seems fairest to the minority, but because they are 
| physically the strongest. But a government in which the majority rule in all cases 
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cannot be based on justice, even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a 
government in which majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but con- 
science?—in which majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of ex- 
pediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, 
resign his conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? I 
think that we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to cul- 
tivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only obligation which I 
have a right to assume, is to do at any time what I think right. It is truly enough 
said, that a corporation has no conscience; but a corporation of conscientious men 
is a corporation with a conscience. Law never made men a whit more just; and, by 
means of their respect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents of in- 
justice. A common and natural result of an undue respect for law is, that you may 
see a file of soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys and all, 
marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, aye, 
against their common sense and consciences, which makes it very steep marching 
indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt that it is a 
damnable business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. 
Now, what are they? Men at all? or small moveable forts and magazines, at the ser- 
vice of some unscrupulous man in power? 
oe 

All voting is a sort of gaming, like chequers or backgammon, with a slight moral 
tinge to it, a playing with right and wrong, with moral questions; and betting natu- 
rally accompanies it. The character of the voters is not staked. I cast my vote, per- 
chance, as I think right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should prevail. 
I am willing to leave it to the majority. Its obligation, therefore, never exceeds that 
of expediency. Even voting for the right is doing nothing for it. It is only expressing 
to men feebly your desire that it should prevail. A wise man will not leave the right 
to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power of the majority. 
There is but little virtue in the action of masses of men. When the majority shall at 
length vote for the abolition of slavery, it will be because they are indifferent to 
slavery, or because there is but little slavery left to be abolished by their vote. They 
will then be the only slaves. Only his vote can hasten the abolition of slavery who 
asserts his own freedom by his vote. 

oe 

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man 
is also a prison. The proper place to-day, the only place which Massachusetts has 
provided for her freer and less desponding spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out 
and locked out of the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out 
by their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner on 
parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs of his race, should find them; on 
that separate, but more free and honorable ground, where the State places those 
who are not with her but against her,—the only house in a slave-state in which a 
free man can abide with honor. If any think that their influence would be lost there, 
and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be as an 
enemy within its walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than error, 
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nor how much more eloquently and effectively he can combat injustice who has ex- 
perienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper 
merely, but your whole influence. A minority is powerless while it conforms to the 
majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its 
whole weight. If the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and 
slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were not to 
pay their tax-bills this year, that would not be a violent and bloody measure, as it 
would be to pay them, and enable the State to commit violence and shed innocent 
blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such is possi- 
ble. If the tax-gatherer, or any other public officer, asks me, as one has done, “But 
what shall I do?” my answer is, “If you really wish to do any thing, resign your 
office.” When the subject has refused allegiance, and the officer has resigned his 
office, then the revolution is accomplished. But even suppose blood should flow. Is 
there not a sort of blood shed when the conscience is wounded? Through this 
wound a man’s real manhood and immortality flow out, and he bleeds to an ever- 
lasting death. I see this blood flowing now. 

ooo 

I have paid no poll-tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account, 
for one night; and, as I stood considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet 
thick, the door of wood and iron, a foot thick, and the iron grating which strained 
the light, I could not help being struck with the foolishness of that institution which 
treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be locked up. I wondered 
that it should have concluded at length that this was the best use it could put me to, 
and had never thought to avail itself of my services in some way. I saw that, if there 

was a wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still more difficult 
one to climb or break through, before they could get to be as free as I was. I did not 
for a moment feel confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of stone and mortar. 
I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen had paid my tax. They plainly did not know 
how to treat me, but behaved like persons who are underbred. In every threat and in 
every compliment there was a blunder; for they thought that my chief desire was to 
stand the other side of that stone wall. I could not but smile to see how industri- 
ously they locked the door on my meditations, which followed them out again with- 
out let or hinderance, and they were really all that was dangerous. As they could not 
reach me, they had resolved to punish my body; just as boys, if they cannot come at 
some person against whom they have a spite, will abuse his dog. I saw that the State 
was half-witted, that it was timid as a lone woman with her silver spoons, and that 
it did not know its friends from its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for it, 
and pitied it. 

Thus the State never intentionally confronts a man’s sense, intellectual or moral, 
but only his body, his senses. It is not armed with superior wit or honesty, but with 
superior physical strength. I was not born to be forced. I will breathe after my own 
fashion. Let us see who is the strongest. What force has a multitude? They only can 
force me who obey a higher law than I. They force me to become like themselves. I 
do not hear of men being forced to live this way or that by masses of men. What 
sort of life were that to live? When I meet a government which says to me, “Your 
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money or your life,” why should I be in haste to give it my money? It may be in a 

| great strait, and not know what to do: I cannot help that. It must help itself; do as I 
do. It is not worth the while to snivel about it. I am not responsible for the success- 
ful working of the machinery of society. I am not the son of the engineer. I perceive 
that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall side by side, the one does not remain inert to 
make way for the other, but both obey their own laws, and spring and grow and 
flourish as best they can, till one, perchance, overshadows and destroys the other. If 
a plant cannot live according to its nature, it dies; and so a man. 


e On what basis is civil disobedience justified, according to 
Thoreau? In what respects is Thoreau's view similar to 
Rousseau’s or Locke's? 


A little more than a hundred years later, in 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr., used 
similar reasoning in his decision to participate in the civil rights protests in Birming- 
ham, Alabama. King was famous for his advocacy of nonviolent protest; nonetheless, 
King did believe in protest. In fact, he claims in the following famous “Letter from 
Birmingham Jail” that disobeying the law was his moral—and Christian—obligation. 


FROM “LETTER FROM BIRMINGHAM JAIL” 
BY MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.!8 


I think I should indicate why I am here in Birmingham, since you have been 
influenced by the view which argues against “outsiders coming in.” I have the 
honor of serving as president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an 
organization operating in every southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta, Geor- 
gia. We have some eighty-five affiliated organizations across the South, and one of 
them is the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Frequently we share 
staff, educational and financial resources with our affiliates. Several months ago the 
affiliate here in Birmingham asked us to be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct- 
action program if such were deemed necessary. We readily consented, and when the 
hour came we lived up to our promise. So I, along with several members of my 
staff, am here because I was invited here. I am here because I have organizational 
ties here. 

But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the 
prophets of the eighth century B.C. left their villages and carried their “thus saith the 
Lord” far beyond the boundaries of their home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul 
left his village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of 
the Greco-Roman world, so am I compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond 
my own home town. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call 
for aid. 


'8Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Reprinted by arrangement with The Heirs to the Es- 
tate of Martin Luther King, Jr., c/o Writers House, Inc. as agent for the proprietor. Copyright © 1967 by Mar- 
tin Luther King, Jr., copyright renewed 1995 by the Estate of Martin Luther King, Jr. 


654 CHAPTER 9 @ JUSTICE 


Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I 
cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birming- 
ham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an in- 
escapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever 
affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the 
narrow, provincial “outside agitator” idea. Anyone who lives inside the United 
States can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds. 

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your state- 
ment, I am sorry to say, fails to express a similar concern for the conditions that 


Injustice anywhere 
is a threat to jus- 
tice everywhere. 
We are caught in 
an inescapable 
network of mutu- 
ality, tied ina 
single garment 
of destiny. What- 
ever affects one 
directly, affects 
all indirectly. 


others remained. 


brought about the demonstration. I am sure that none 
of you would want to rest content with the superficial 
kind of social analysis that deals merely with effects 
and does not grapple with underlying causes. It is un- 
fortunate that demonstrations are taking place in Birm- 
ingham, but it is even more unfortunate that the city’s 
white power structure left the Negro community with 
no alternative. 

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic 
steps: collection of the facts to determine whether in- 
justices exist; negotiation; self-purification; and direct 
action. We have gone through all these steps in Birm- 
ingham. There can be no gainsaying the fact that racial 
injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is prob- 
ably the most thoroughly segregated city in the United 
States. Its ugly record of brutality is widely known. 
Negroes have experienced grossly unjust treatment in 
the courts. There have been more unsolved bombings 


of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. 
These are the hard, brutal facts of the case. On the basis of these conditions, Negro 
leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the latter consistently refused 
to engage in good-faith negotiation. 

Then, last September, came the opportunity to talk with leaders of Birmingham's 
economic community. In the course of the negotiations, certain promises were 
made by the merchants—for example, to remove the stores’ humiliating racial 
signs. On the basis of these promises, the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth and the 
leaders of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights agreed to a morato- 
rium on all demonstrations. As the weeks and months went by, we realized that we 
were the victims of a broken promise. A few signs, briefly removed, returned; the 


As in so many past experiences, our hopes had been blasted, and the shadow of 
deep disappointment settled upon us. We had no alternative except to prepare for di- 
rect action, whereby we would present our very bodies as a means of laying our 
case before the conscience of the local and the national community, Mindful of the 
difficulties involved, we decided to undertake a process of self-purification. We be- 
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gan a series of workshops on nonviolence, and we repeatedly asked ourselves: “Are 
you able to accept blows without retaliating?” “Are you able to endure the ordeal of 
jail?” We decided to schedule our direct-action program for the Easter season, real- 
izing that except for Christmas, this is the main shopping period of the year. Know- 
ing that a strong economic-withdrawal program would be the by-product of direct 
action, we felt that this would be the best time to bring pressure to bear on the mer- 
chants for the needed change. 

Then it occurred to us that Birmingham’s mayoralty election was coming up in 
March, and we speedily decided to postpone action until after election day. When 
we discovered that the Commissioner of Public Safety, Eugene “Bull” Connor, had 
piled up enough votes to be in the run-off, we decided again to postpone action un- 
til the day after the run-off so that the demonstrations could not be used to cloud the 
issues. Like many others, we waited to see Mr. Connor defeated, and to this end we 
endured postponement after postponement. Having aided in this community need, 
we felt that our direct-action program could be delayed no longer. 

You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches and so forth? Isn’t 
negotiation a better path?” You are quite right in calling for negotiation. Indeed, this 
is the very purpose of direct action. Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a 
crisis and foster such a tension that a community which has constantly refused to 
negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize the issue that it can 
no longer be ignored. My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the 
nonviolent-resister may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not 
afraid of the word “tension.” I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a 
type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth. Just as 
Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals 
could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of cre- 
ative analysis and objective appraisal, so must we see the need for nonviolent 
gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the 
dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and 
brotherhood. 

The purpose of our direct-action program is to create a situation so crisis-packed 
that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. I therefore concur with you in 
your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved Southland been bogged down in 
a tragic effort to live in monologue rather than dialogue. 

+e 

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by 
the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have yet to engage 
in a direct-action campaign that was “well timed” in the view of those who have not 
suffered unduly from the disease of segregation. For years now I have heard the 
word “Wait!” It rings in the ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity. This 
“Wait” has almost always meant “Never.” We must come to see, with one of our 
distinguished jurists, that “justice too long delayed is justice denied.” on 

You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws. This is 
certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so diligently urge people to obey the 
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Supreme Court's decision of 1954 outlawing segregation in the public schools, at 
first glance it may seem rather paradoxical for us consciously to break laws. One 
may well ask: “How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?” 
The answer lies in the fact that there are two types of laws: just and unjust. I would 
be the first to advocate obeying just laws. One has not only a legal but a moral re- 
sponsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to disobey 
unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that “an unjust law is no law at all.” 

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine whether 
a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made code that squares with the moral 
law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the 
moral law. To put it in the terms of St. Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a human 
law that is not rooted in eternal law and natural law. Any law that uplifts human 
personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. All segrega- 
tion statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the soul and damages the per- 
sonality. It gives the segregator a false sense of superiority and the segregated a 
false sense of inferiority. Segregation, to use the terminology of the Jewish philoso- 
pher Martin Buber, substitutes an “I-it” relationship for an “I-thou” relationship and 
ends up relegating persons to the status of things. Hence segregation is not only po- 
litically, economically and sociologically unsound, it is morally wrong and sinful. 
Paul Tillich has said that sin is separation. Is not segregation an existential expres- 
sion of man’s tragic separation, his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? 
Thus it is that I can urge men to obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court, for it 
is morally right; and I can urge them to disobey segregation ordinances, for they are 
morally wrong. 

Let us consider a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law 
is a code that a numerical or power majority group compels a minority group to 
obey but does not make binding on itself. This is difference made legal. By the 

same token, a just law is a code that a majority compels a minority to follow and 
that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal. 

Let me give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority 
that, as a result of being denied the right to vote, had no part in enacting or devising 
the law. Who can say that the legislature of Alabama which set up that state’s segre- 
gation laws was democratically elected? Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious 
methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming registered voters, and there 
are some counties in which, even though Negroes constitute a majority of the popu- 
lation, not a single Negro is registered. Can any law enacted under such circum- 
stances be considered democratically structured? 

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For instance, I 
have been arrested on a charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing 
wrong in having an ordinance which requires a permit for a parade. But such an or- 

dinance becomes unjust when it is used to maintain segregation and to deny citizens 
the First-Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly and protest. 
oe 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom 

eventually manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. 
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Something within has reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something 
without has reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously or unconsciously, he 
has been caught up by the Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa and his 
brown and yellow brothers of Asia, South America and the Caribbean, the United 
States Negro is moving with a sense of great urgency toward the promised land of 
racial justice. If one recognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro commu- 
nity, one should readily understand why public demonstrations are taking place. 
The Negro has many pent-up resentments and latent frustrations, and he must re- 
lease them. So let him march; let him make prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; let 
him go on freedom rides—and try to understand why he must do so. If his re- 
pressed emotions are not released in nonviolent ways, they will seek expression 
through violence; this is not a threat but a fact of history. So I have not said to my 
people: “Get rid of your discontent.” Rather, I have tried to say that this normal and 
healthy discontent can be channeled into the creative outlet of nonviolent direct ac- 
tion. And now this approach is being termed extremist. 

But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, 
as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfac- 
tion from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: “Love your enemies, 
bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them 
which despitefully use you, and persecute you.” Was not Amos an extremist for 
justice: “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing 
stream.” Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel: “I bear in my body the 
marks of the Lord Jesus.” Was not Martin Luther an extremist: “Here I stand; I 
cannot do otherwise, so help me God.” And John Bunyan: “I will stay in jail to the 
end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience.” And Abraham 
Lincoln: “This nation cannot survive half slave and half free.” And Thomas 
Jefferson: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal. . . .” So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of 
extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will we be 
extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice? In that 
dramatic scene on Calvary’s hill three men were crucified. We must never forget 
that all three were crucified for the same crime—the crime of extremism. Two 
were extremists for immorality, and thus fell below their environment. The other, 
Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth, and goodness, and therefore rose 
above his environment. Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire 
need of creative extremists. 


Malcolm X, a contemporary of King, believed in taking a far more aggressive stand 
against unjust government. He was one of the leaders of the “Black Nationalist” move- 
ment, which pursued not just justice, but an independent and separate state, for black 
People of all nations. Malcolm X’s famous phrase “by any means necessary indicated 
his rejection of King’s (or Thoreau’s) nonviolence and “civility” of disobedience. 
Rather, Malcolm X argued, building on Thomas Hobbes, that those mistreated by an un- 
just government have the right and the obligation to violate the laws of that government. 
Consider the following harsh words: 
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FROM “THE BALLOT OR THE BULLET” 
BY MALCOLM X!9 


I’m not an American. I’m one of the 22 million black people who are the victims of 
Americanism. One of the 22 million black people who are the victims of democ- 
racy, nothing but disguised hypocrisy. So, I’m not 


I see America standing here speaking to you as an American, or a pa- 
through the eyes triot, or a flag-saluter, or a flag-waver—no, not I. I’m 
h 8 pers y speaking as a victim of this American system. And I 
of the victim. see America through the eyes of the victim. I don’t see 
I don’t see any any American dream; I see an American nightmare. . . . 


American dream; Let the world know how bloody his hands are. Let 
3 the world know the hypocrisy that’s practiced over 

I see an American here. Let it be the ballot or the bullet. Let him know 

nightmare. that it must be the ballot or the bullet. 


Finally, we have Nelson Mandela’s heroic defiance of apartheid (racial separation) 
in South Africa, emerging in victory in 1993. Like Socrates in The Apology, Mandela 
makes his bold testament in the context of a trial for his life. 


FROM LONG WALK TO FREEDOM 
BY NELSON MANDELA? 


The structure and organization of early African societies in this country fascinated 
me very much and greatly influenced the evolution of my political outlook. The 
land, then the main means of production, belonged to the whole tribe and there was 
no individual ownership whatsoever. There were no classes, no rich or poor and no 
exploitation of man by man. All men were free and equal and this was the founda- 
tion of government. . . . The council was so completely democratic that all members 
of the tribe could participate in its deliberations. Chief and subject, warrior and 
medicine man, all took part and endeavored to influence its decisions. It was so 
weighty and influential a body that no step of any importance could ever be taken 
by the tribe without reference to it. 

There was much in such a society that was primitive and insecure and it cer- 
tainly could never measure up to the demands of the present epoch. But in such a 
society are contained the seeds of revolutionary democracy in which none will be 
held in slavery or servitude, and in which poverty, want and insecurity shall be no 
more. This is the history which, even today, inspires me and my colleagues in our 
political struggle. 


19Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” from Malcolm X Speaks. Copyright 1965, 1989 by Betty Shabazz 
and Pathfinder Press. Reprinted by permission. 

20From Long Walk to Freedom by Nelson Mandela. Copyright © 1994 by Nelson Mandela. By permission of 
Little, Brown and Company, Inc. 
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ee 
I would say that the whole life of any thinking African in this country drives him 
continuously to a conflict between his conscience on the one hand and the law on 
the other. This is not a conflict peculiar to this country. The conflict arises for men 
of conscience, for men who think and who feel deeply in every country. Recently in 
Britain, a peer of the realm, Earl [Bertrand] Russell, probably the most respected 
philosopher of the Western world, was sentenced and convicted for precisely the 
type of activities for which I stand before you today—for following his conscience 
in defiance of the law, as a protest against the nuclear weapons policy being pur- 
sued by his own government. He could do no other than to oppose the law and to 
suffer the consequences for it. Nor can I. Nor can many Africans in this country. 
The law as it is applied, the law as it has been devel- 
oped over a long period of history, and especially the 
I was made, by the law as it is written and designed by the Nationalist 


law, a cr iminal, government is a law which, in our views, is immoral, 


not because of unjust, and intolerable. Our consciences dictate that we 
must protest against it, that we must oppose it and that 
what I had done, we must attempt to alter it... . Men, I think, are not ca- 
but because of pable of doing nothing, of saying nothing, of not react- 
what I stood for, ing to injustice, of not protesting against oppression, of 


because of what I not striving for the good society and the good life in 
the ways they see it. 

thought, because oe 

of my conscience. I was made, by the law, a criminal, not because of 
what I had done, but because of what I stood for, be- 

cause of what I thought, because of my conscience. Can it be any wonder to any- 

body that such conditions make a man an outlaw of society? Can it be wondered 

that such a man, having been outlawed by the government, should be prepared to 

lead the life of an outlaw, as I have led for some months, according to the evidence 

before this court? 


oe 
I am prepared to pay the penalty even though I know how bitter and desperate is 
the situation of an African in the prisons of this country. I have been in these pris- 
ons and I know how gross is the discrimination, even behind the prison wall, 
against Africans. . . . Nevertheless these considerations do not sway me from the 
path that I have taken nor will they sway others like me. For to men, freedom in 
their own land is the pinnacle of their ambitions, from which nothing can turn men 
of conviction aside. More powerful than my fear of the dreadful conditions to 
which I might be subjected in prison is my hatred for the dreadful conditions to 
which my people are subjected outside prison throughout this country. 
‘ oe 
Whatever sentence Your Worship sees fit to impose upon me for the crime for 
which I have been convicted before this court, may it rest assured that when my 
sentence has been completed I will still be moved, as men are always moved, by 
their conscience; I will still be moved by my dislike of the race discrimination 
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against my people when I come out from serving my sentence, to take up again, as 
best I can, the struggle for the removal of those injustices until they are finally abol- 
ished once and for all. 
oe 
I have done my duty to my people and to South Africa. I have no doubt that pos- 
terity will pronounce that I was innocent and that the criminals that should have 
been brought before this court are the members of the government. 


+ Can you think of a current law that you believe to be unjust? 
Do you think that you are acting unjustly in obeying such 
laws? How would you respond to Thoreau? 

¢ Are pacifists justified in not paying their federal income tax 
since they believe war (and by extension, military expendi- 
tures) to be immoral? 

+ Is disobedience by violent means ever justified? What is the 
moral distinction between the Fathers of the American Rev- 
olution and political terrorist groups? 


D. ON THE ORIGINS OF GOOD AND EVIL 


At the bottom of the ongoing debates about justice, government, and the role of society 
in constituting and enforcing justice, a deeper debate about human nature is always just 
under the surface. In the Western tradition, we know this debate by way of two thousand 
years of arguments about so-called original sin, that is, the idea that people are essen- 
tially flawed just by virtue of the fact that they are human. If this is so, if people are, for 
instance, naturally selfish, then that fact would seem to dictate corrective governmental 
or cultural sanctions. Hobbes’ view of man in the state of nature makes this quite clear. 
On the other hand, if one has a more benign view of human nature, as, for example, in 
the philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, then the sanctions of the state should be more 
modest, perhaps even minimal. But here we will look at a different version of that de- 
bate, carried out for an even longer period of time, in the philosophies of ancient China. 
On the one hand, there is the philosophy of Mencius, a disciple of the great Chinese 
philosopher Confucius, who argues that humanity is basically benevolent, that every 
person has within a sense of compassion for others. Against this view, there is the later 
philosopher Hsun Tsu, who argues to the contrary that people are naturally selfish and 
cultivation is necessary to correct their evil dispositions. 


ON HUMAN NATURE 
BY MENCIUS?! 


6. Mencius said, “No man is devoid of a heart sensitive to the suffering of others. 
Such a sensitive heart was possessed by the Former Kings and this manifested 


Mencius, Human Nature, trans. D. C. Lau, Penguin Classics, 1970, pp. 82-83. Copyright © 1970 by D. C 
Lau. Reprinted by permission of Penguin Books, Ltd. 
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itself in compassionate government. With such a sensitive heart behind com- 
passionate government, it was as easy to rule the Empire as rolling it on your 
palm. 

“My reason for saying that no man is devoid of a heart sensitive to the suffer- 
ing of others is this. Suppose a man were, all of a sudden, to see a young child on 
the verge of falling into a well. He would certainly be moved to compassion, 
not because he wanted to get in the good graces of the parents, nor because he 
wished to win the praise of his fellow villagers or friends, nor yet because he 
disliked the cry of the child. From this it can be seen that whoever is devoid of 
the heart of compassion is not human, whoever is devoid of the heart of shame 
is not human, whoever is devoid of the heart of courtesy and modesty is not 
human, and whoever is devoid of the heart of right and wrong is not human. The 
heart of compassion is the germ of benevolence; the heart of shame, of dutiful- 
ness; the heart of courtesy and modesty, of observance of the rites; the heart 
of right and wrong, of wisdom. Man has these four germs just as he has four 
limbs. For a man possessing these four germs to deny his own potentialities is 
for him to cripple himself; for him to deny the potentialities of his prince is for 
him to cripple his prince. If a man is able to develop all these four germs that he 
possesses, it will be like a fire starting up or a spring coming through. When 
these are fully developed, he can take under his protection the whole realm 
within the Four Seas, but if he fails to develop them, he will not be able to serve 
his parents.” 

7. Mencius said, “Is the maker of arrows really more unfeeling than the maker 
of armour? He is afraid lest he should fail to harm people, whereas the maker of 
armour is afraid lest he should fail to protect them. The case is similar with the 
sorcerer-doctor and the coffin-maker. For this reason one cannot be too careful in 
the choice of one’s calling. 

“Confucius said, ‘The best neighbourhood is where benevolence is to be found. 
Not to live in such a neighbourhood when one has the choice cannot by any means 
be considered wise.’ Benevolence is the high honour bestowed by Heaven and the 
peaceful abode of man. Not to be benevolent when nothing stands in the way is to 
show a lack of wisdom. A man neither benevolent nor wise, devoid of courtesy and 
dutifulness, is a slave. A slave ashamed of serving is like a maker of bows ashamed 
of making bows, or a maker of arrows ashamed of making arrows. If one is 
ashamed, there is no better remedy than to practise benevolence. Benevolence is 
like archery: an archer makes sure his stance is correct before letting fly the arrow, 
and if he fails to hit the mark, he does not hold it against his victor. He simply seeks 
the cause within himself.” 


e Mencius argues that human beings “by nature” have sym- 
pathy for one another. Why do you think, then, that some 
people display utter callousness toward others, and we all 
find it difficult to sympathize with some people? 

è What do you think Mencius means when he quotes Confu- 
cius: “A man neither benevolent nor wise, devoid of cour- 
tesy and dutifulness, is a slave"? 
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BY HSUN TSU 


Crooked wood 
needs to undergo 
steaming and 
bending by the 
carpenter’s tools; 
then only is it 
straight. Blunt 
metal needs to un- 
dergo grinding 
and whetting; then 
only is it sharp. 
Now the original 
nature of man is 
evil, so he must 
submit himself to 
teachers and laws 
before he can be 
just. 


FROM “HUMAN NATURE IS EVIL” 


The nature of man is evil; his goodness is acquired. 

His nature being what it is, man is born, first, with a desire for gain. If this desire 
is followed, strife will result and courtesy will disappear. Second, man is born with 
envy and hate. If these tendencies are followed, injury and cruelty will abound and 
loyalty and faithfulness will disappear. Third, man is born with passions of the ear 
and eye as well as the love of sound and beauty. If these passions are followed, ex- 
cesses and disorderliness will spring up and decorum and righteousness will disap- 
pear. Hence to give rein to man’s original nature and to yield to man’s emotions 
will assuredly lead to strife and disorderliness, and he will revert to a state of bar- 
barism. Therefore it is only under the influence of teachers and laws and the guid- 


ance of the rules of decorum and righteousness that 
courtesy will be observed, etiquette respected, and or- 
der restored. From all this it is evident that the nature 
of man is evil and that his goodness is acquired. 
Crooked wood needs to undergo steaming and 
bending by the carpenter’s tools; then only is it 
straight. Blunt metal needs to undergo grinding and 
whetting; then only is it sharp. Now the original nature 
of man is evil, so he must submit himself to teachers 
and laws before he can be just; he must submit himself 
to the rules of decorum and righteousness before he 
can be orderly. On the other hand, without teachers and 
laws, men are biased and unjust; without decorum and 
righteousness, men are rebellious and disorderly. In an- 
cient times the sage-kings knew that man’s nature was 
evil and therefore biased and unjust, rebellious and dis- 
orderly. Thereupon they created the codes of decorum 
and righteousness and established laws and ordinances 
in order to bend the nature of man and set it right, and 
in order to transform his nature and guide it. All men 
are thus made to conduct themselves in a manner that 
is orderly and in accordance with the Way. At present, 
those men who are influenced by teachers and laws, 
who have accumulated culture and learning, and who 
are following the paths of decorum and righteousness, 
are the gentlemen. On the other hand those who give 


| rein to their nature, who indulge in their willfulness, and who disregard decorum 


| and righteousness, are the inferior men. From all this it is evident that the nature of 
| man is evil and that his goodness is acquired. 


2Wing-Tsit Chan, Sourcebook in Chinese Philosophy. Copyright © 1963, renewed 1991 by Princeton Uni- 


versity Press. Reprinted by permission 
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Mencius says: “The reason man is ready to learn is that his nature is originally 
good.” I reply: This is not so. This is due to a lack of knowledge about the original 
nature of man and of understanding of the distinction between what is natural and 
what is acquired. Original nature is a heavenly endowment; it cannot be learned, 
and it cannot be striven after. As to rules of decorum and righteousness, they have 
been brought forth by the sages, they can be attained by learning, and they can be 
achieved by striving. That which cannot be learned and cannot be striven after and 
rests with Heaven is what I call original nature. That which can be attained by 
learning and achieved by striving and rests with man is what I call acquired charac- 
ter. This is the distinction between original nature and acquired character. Now by 
the nature of man, the eye has the faculty of seeing and the ear has the faculty of 
hearing. But the keenness of the faculty of sight is inseparable from the eye, and the 
keenness of the faculty of hearing is inseparable from the ear. It is evident that 
keenness of sight and keenness of hearing cannot be learned. 

Mencius says: “The original nature of man is good; but because men all ruin it 
and lose it, it becomes evil.” I reply: In this he is gravely mistaken. Regarding the 
nature of man, as soon as he is born, he tends to depart from its original state and 
depart from its natural disposition, and he is bent on ruining it and losing it. From 
all this, it is evident that the nature of man is evil and that his goodness is acquired. 

To say that man’s original nature is good means that it can become beautiful 
without leaving its original state and it can become beneficial without leaving its 
natural disposition. This is to maintain that beauty pertains to the original state and 
disposition and goodness pertains to the heart and mind in the same way as the 
keenness of the faculty of sight is inseparable from the eye and the keenness of the 
faculty of hearing is inseparable from the ear, just as we say that the eye is keen in 
seeing or the ear is keen in hearing. Now as to the nature of man, when he is hungry 
he desires to be filled, when he is cold he desires warmth, when he is tired he de- 
sires rest. This is man’s natural disposition. But now a man may be hungry and yet 
in the presence of elders he dare not be the first to eat. This is because he has to 
yield precedence to someone. He may be tired and yet he dare not take a rest. This 
is because he has to labor in the place of someone. For a son to yield to his father 
and a younger brother to yield to his older brother, for a son to labor in the place of 
his father and a younger brother to labor in the place of his older brother—both of 
these kinds of actions are opposed to man’s original nature and contrary to man’s 
feeling. Yet they are the way of the filial son and in accordance with the rules of 
decorum and righteousness. It appears if a person follows his natural disposition he 
will show no courtesy, and if he shows courtesy he is acting contrary to his natural 
disposition. From all this it is evident that the nature of man is evil and that his 
goodness is acquired. 

It may be asked: “If man’s original nature is evil, whence do the rules of deco- 
rum and righteousness arise?” I reply: All rules of decorum and righteousness are 
the products of the acquired virtue of the sage and not the products of the nature of 
man. Thus, the potter presses the clay and makes the vessel—but the vessel is the 
product of the potter's acquired skill and not the product of his original nature. Or 
again, the craftsman hews pieces of wood and makes utensils—but utensils are the 
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product of the carpenter’s acquired skills and not the product of his original nature. 
The sage gathers many ideas and thoughts and becomes well versed in human af- 
fairs, in order to bring forth the rules of decorum and righteousness and establish 
laws and institutions. So then the rules of decorum and righteousness and laws and 
institutions are similarly the products of the acquired virtue of the sage and not the 
products of his original nature. 
eee 

Man wishes to be good because his nature is evil. If a person is unimportant he 
wishes to be important, if he is ugly he wishes to be beautiful, if he is confined he 
wishes to be at large, if he is poor he wishes to be rich, if he is lowly he wishes to 
be honored—whatever a person does not have within himself, he seeks from with- 
out. But the rich do not wish for wealth and the honorable do not wish for position, 
for whatever a person has within himself he does not seek from without. From this 
it may be seen that man wishes to be good because his nature is evil. Now the origi- 
nal nature of man is really without decorum and righteousness, hence he strives to 
learn and seeks to obtain them. 


+ If men are by nature evil and unjust and require teachers 
and laws to become good and just, then how can we be sure 
that our teachings and laws are just and good since they are 
made and taught by evil men? Doesn't this require some ker- 
nel of natural goodness? Does Hsun Tsu offer a solution to 
this problem? 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


In some areas of philosophy, the question arises, “What does this have to do with every- 
day life?” In political philosophy, as in moral philosophy, the connection between phi- 
losophy and “everyday life” is obvious. It is no coincidence that the major revolutions 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries came soon after a flurry of philosophical rad- 
icalism. And we know that much of the world is divided and ruled according to rival po- 
litical philosophies at the present time. 

What is always at issue is the concept of justice. The ideas that people are equal and 
should be treated equally, that people have natural or human rights that no one and no 
government can take away from them, that people should equally share the material 
goods of society—these have all been the subject of constant debate, and sometimes 
wars and revolutions, for most of modern times. Then too, the nature of the state itself 
has been part of that debate as well as the stage on which the debate has been carried 
out. How much should the state serve the people and how much the people serve the 
state? What constitutes a good state? And when, if ever, do people have the right to 
overthrow the state, or a particular government, or a particular law? We cannot even be- 
gin to give adequate answers to these complex questions in the context of a general in- 
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troduction to philosophy; but neither can we avoid asking them in the world as it is 
today. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. Does a utilitarian description of the state necessarily compromise the rights of the 
individual? Mill doesn’t think so. How might rights be used to protect the individ- 
ual from the “tyranny of the majority”? How could a utilitarian defend a robust con- 
ception of individual rights? 

2. Recall John Rawls’ two principles of justice. Give a short argument detailing how 
those two principles might be derived from his “original position.” Rawls insists 
that, for the derivation to work, individuals must be self-interested and rational. Ex- 
plain why this is so. Is it so, in your view? 

3. Hobbes (and Hsun Tsu) insist that humankind is naturally evil. Rousseau (and Men- 
cius), on the other hand, believe in the natural goodness of humanity. What do you 
think? If humankind is naturally good, how does evil enter the picture? 

4. We have seen a number of different conceptions of justice: as an orderly society 
where members perform their well-defined social function; as giving each his due; 
as involving some notion of equality; and as fairness. Can you think of how these 
different definitions may be unified under a single concept of justice? 


GLOSSARY 


alienation In Marx, the unnatural separation of a person from the products he or she makes, 
from other people, or from oneself. 

anarchism The view that no government has the legitimate authority to coerce people and that 
the public interest and individual rights can only be served without a state of any kind. 

authority That which controls; usually, that which has the right to control. (For example, the 
government has the authority to tax your income.) a” 

civil rights Those rights that are determined by a particular state and its laws; constitutional 
rights, for example, are civil rights in this sense, guaranteed by the law of the land. 

democracy That form of government in which policies or at least the makers of policy are cho- 
sen by popular mandate. 

distributive justice The ideal of everyone receiving his or her fair share. For example, concerns 
over ownership of land, just wages, and fair prices are all matters of distributive justice. 

egalitarianism The view that all people are equal in rights and respect. 

entitlement A right; for instance, a right to own property. 

equality In political philosophy, the nondiscriminatory treatment of every person, regardless of 
sex, race, religion, physical or mental abilities, wealth, social status, and so forth. 

fascism The view that the best government is the strongest, and that the government has the 
right—and perhaps the duty—to control the lives of every citizen for the sake of the most 
efficient society. 

freedom See liberty. 

government The instrument of authority; that body that rules, passes and enforces laws, and so 
forth. 
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human rights Those rights that are considered to be universal, “unalienable,” and common to 
every person regardless of where or when he or she lives. For example, freedom from torture 
and degradation would be a human right. 

justice In the general sense, the virtues of an ideal society. In the more particular sense, the bal- 
ance of public interest and individual rights, the fair sharing of the available goods of society, 
the proper punishment of criminals, and the fair restitution of victims of crime and misfor- 
tune within society. 

legitimacy The right to have authority; sanctioned power (for example, through the grace of 
God, by means of legal succession, by appeal to justice, or to the general consent of the peo- 
ple governed). 

liberty (political freedom) The ability to act without restraint or threat of punishment. For ex- 
ample, the ability to travel between states without a passport, the ability to speak one’s opin- 
ions without prosecution, or the ability to work for or choose one’s own profession or career. 
This ability, however, is not mere physical or mental ability; one might have the liberty to 
travel or to try to become a doctor without having the means to do so. It is also important to 
distinguish this political sense of liberty or freedom from the metaphysical or causal sense 
discussed previously. Whether our acts are really free in that sense must be distinguished 
from the question whether we are constrained or free to act in this political sense. The first 
refers to the causes of human behavior; the second refers only to the existence of legislation 
and political forces constraining our behavior. 

retributive justice “Getting even” or “an eye for an eye.” 

rights Demands that a member of society is entitled to make upon his or her society. Everyone, 
for example, has a right to police protection. Some people, by virtue of their position, have 
special rights; for example, congressmen have the right to send mail to their constituents 
without paying postage. 

social contract An agreement, tacit or explicit, that all members of society shall abide by the 
laws of the state in order to maximize the public interest and ensure cooperation among 
themselves, It is important that such a contract need never have actually been signed in his- 
tory; what is important is that every member of a society, by choosing to remain in that soci- 
ety, implicitly makes such an agreement. 

society A group of people with common historical and cultural ties; usually but not always, 
members of the same state and ruled by the same government. 

sovereign Independent. A sovereign state is one that is subject to the laws of no other state. A 
sovereign is a person (for example, a king) who is not subject or answerable to the com- 
mands of anyone else. A people are sovereign when their wishes are ultimate in the same 
way and not subject to commands by anyone else or any government, (To say that a people is 
sovereign is not to say that the will of any individual or group is sovereign within it.) 

state The center of authority in a society, for example, the largest political unit in a society. 
Usually a state is a nation, for example, the United States, Germany, and so on. Usually, but 
not always, coextensive with a society, and usually, but not always, distinguished by a single 
form of government and a single government (for example, the U.S. federal government). 

unalienable rights Those rights that no one and no government can take away, for example, the 
right of a person to protect his or her own life. In other words, human rights, 


BIBLIOGRAPHY AND FURTHER READING 


Plato. The Republic, trans. Francis M. Cornford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1941), is still 
standard reading for the basics and some thought-provoking alternatives in political philosophy. 


BIBLIOGRAPHY AND FURTHER READING 667 


See also Aristotle, Politics, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. R. McKeon (New York: Random 
House, 1941). Our own national documents, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitu- 
tion, are always important reading. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. C. Shields (New York: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1956), has long been the classic defense of liberalism. Michael Oakeshott, Ratio- 
nalism in Politics (New York: Basic Books, 1962) is an important challenge to liberal philosophy. 
See also Robert Nisbet, Conservatism: Dream and Reality (Minneapolis: University of Min- 
nesota Press, 1986). Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto, trans. S. Moore (Chicago: Regnery, 
1969), and his Early Writings, trans. T. Bottomore (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963), are essential 
reading for beginning students in political philosophy. Niccold Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. C. 
Detmold (New York: Airmont, 1965), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract (New 
York: Dutton, 1950) are both important and rewarding reading. For more general discussions of 
the philosophy of politics, see F. Olafson, ed., Justice and Social Policy (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1961); G. Sabine, A History of Political Theory, 3rd ed. (New York: Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston, 1961); and P. Laslett and W. G. Runciman, eds. Philosophy, Politics and Society 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1964). See also Selected Writings of Frederick Douglass, ed. M. Myer (New 
York: Random House, 1984). The Autobiography of Malcolm X, coauthored with Alex Haley 
(New York: Ballantine, 1987), and Martin Luther King, Jr., A Testament of Hope, ed. James M. 
Washington (New York: Harper & Row, 1986). Two good collections are Robert Simon, Black- 
well Guide to Social and Political Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), and Robert Solomon 
and Mark Murphy, What Is Justice?, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). 


A thing of beauty is a joy forever. 


JOHN KEATS 


Philosophy is not just the study of the True and the Good but also of the Beautiful.! The 
study of philosophy would surely be incomplete if it included the subjects of knowledge 
and reality but ignored the very real fulfillment that comes from what is unreal—sto- 
ries, paintings, and artificially produced sounds—whose sole purpose seems to be that 
we enjoy them for what they are. Our sense of value would be truncated indeed if the 
study of philosophy included only moral values and ignored all matters artistic, giving 
no importance to what we term “aesthetic experience”—especially the experience of 
beauty. 

What is art? What is its purpose, its role in human life? What is good art; what is bad 
art? And what, despite the endeavor, isn’t art at all? How do we tell the difference? Is it 
true, as David Hume argued two centuries ago, that “there is no disputing over tastes” — 
that in matters of art there is only your opinion and another’s opinion, with no standard 
for choosing between them? 

These are the compelling questions faced by the philosophical study of aesthetics, and 
they remain as difficult and intractable as the eternal questions faced by metaphysics, 
ethics, and epistemology. Moreover, art, unlike philosophy, is clearly an important 
achievement in virtually every society. But what art means in different societies—or, in- 
deed, whether it is even conceived of as “art”—differs considerably from culture to 


culture. 


‘Tam most grateful to Kathleen Higgins for her extensive help in the preparation of this chapter. 
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A. PLATO AND THE 
TRANSCENDENCE OF BEAUTY 


When we experience a work of art that is remarkably beautiful and moving, we some- 
times say that it is “heavenly” or “out of this world.” Indeed, we often think of beauty as 
a form of perfection not to be expected in our imperfect lives. Consequently, any rare 
glimpse of (more or less) perfect beauty contrasts sharply with the mundane experi- 
ences of daily life. It is as if we are permitted a fleeting view of another world—an eter- 
nal world, a perfect world. Taken literally, this is Plato’s conception of the nature of the 
beautiful. Beauty exists in a world apart from us, is unchanging, and manifests itself 
only in rare and fleeting instances. 

Of course, beauty exists outside of art and works of art. Plato, perhaps paradoxically, 
distrusted the beauty that could be found in art, even the spectacular art of the recent 
Golden Age of Athens. But he appreciated other forms of beauty, for example, beauty 
found in people such as Socrates (who was not at all physically beautiful—in fact, he 
was said to be quite ugly). Given that beautiful people were manifestations of a heav- 
enly or “transcendent” ideal of beauty, to experience true beauty was profoundly more 
wonderful than any mere earthly experience. In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, 
Romeo thinks of Juliet and muses, “Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear.” Romeo 
has experienced the Platonic vision. He believes that he has encountered in his beloved 
a transcendent beauty more wondrous than any other beauty on earth. 

Although Romeo thinks that his experience is unique, as members of Shakespeare's 
audience we accept Romeo’s reaction as a universal kind of experience—in fact, an ex- 
perience described by Plato two thousand years before Romeo’s literary birth. Plato 
also connects love and the vision of the beautiful, especially in his dialogue The Sym- 
posium. Plato, like Romeo, speaks of beauty that is too wondrous for this world; unlike 
Romeo, Plato presents the concept as more than an expression of his own emotions. In 
fact, Plato takes a philosophical approach to the idea of beauty: he is not concerned pri- 
marily with his own experience, but with the role of beauty and love in the larger 
scheme of reality. 

Plato conceived of Beauty as a transcendent Form. His Forms (Chapter 1) are the 
ideal entities that comprise the transcendent “World of Being.” The things that exist in 
our material “world of becoming” are real to a lesser degree than the Forms, and they 
are real only because they participate in the Forms. In other words, the true being of any 
thing in this world is the ideal Form that shapes its structure. Insight into true reality oc- 
curs when we recognize the ideal Form behind the imperfect appearance orema in 
this world. And just as there are Forms for the “True” and the “Good” and for Justice, 
there is an ideal Form of Beauty. We recognize the manifestation of this ideal Form of 
Beauty when we experience and fall in love with things and persons that are beautiful. 

We come to know the Form of Beauty through the beautiful beings and things of this 
world. For example, when we recognize the beauty of another human being, we catch a 
glimpse of the transcendent Beauty in which that person participates. This is what hap- 
pens when we fall in love. Our normal behavior and attitudes are disrupted completely 
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when we fall in love because we are recognizing something that exists on another plane 
of reality. Of all the Forms, the Form of Beauty attracts us most naturally. Thus, the ex- 
perience of falling in love is one of life’s most beautiful. 

Love, then, paves the way toward insight into the Form of Beauty. If we come to rec- 
ognize that it is the Form of Beauty that we experience and love in another, our response 
to beauty becomes the initial step toward insight into the realm of Forms in general. But 
such insight is, as we have seen, a matter of “recollection.” And because first experi- 
ences with beauty involve an encounter with an order of reality entirely different from 
the one to which we are accustomed, we are often confused by the first experience we 
have with love. We tend to think, like Romeo, that the beauty we encounter is uniquely 
characteristic of the beloved person (or, in the case of art, of the beautiful work of art). 
We do not realize initially that the beauty of our beloved is identical to the beauty of 
every other beautiful person or thing. It is only when we recognize that beauty in all its 
earthly manifestations is identical that we gain genuine insight into the Form of Beauty. 

In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates describes the stages involved in gaining insight into 
the Form of Beauty. Socrates tells the audience that a woman named Diotima taught 
him the mysteries of love. According to Diotima, true love begins with love of one per- 
son but reaches a higher level of development when the lover comes to love all that is 
beautiful. Ultimately, in loving all that is beautiful, the lover comes to realize that he or 
she loves only one thing, absolute Beauty itself. Socrates recounts what Diotima told 
him: 


FROM THE SYMPOSIUM 
BY PLATO? 


“A lover who goes about this matter correctly must begin in his youth to devote 
himself to beautiful bodies. First, if the leader leads aright, he should love one body 
and beget beautiful ideas there; then he should realize that the beauty of any one 
body is brother to the beauty of any other and that if he is to pursue beauty of form 
he’d be very foolish not to think that the beauty of all bodies is one and the same. 
When he grasps this, he must become a lover of all beautiful bodies, and he must 
think that this wild gaping after just one body is a small thing and despise it. 

“After this he must think that the beauty of people’s souls is more valuable than 
the beauty of their bodies, so that if someone is decent in his soul, even though he is 
scarcely blooming in his body, our lover must be content to love and care for him 
and to seek to give birth to such ideas as will make young men better. The result is 
that our lover will be forced to gaze at the beauty of customs and laws and to see 
that all this is akin to itself, with the result that he will think that the beauty of bod- 
ies is a thing of no importance. After customs he must move on to various kinds of 
knowledge. The result is that he will see the beauty of knowledge and be looking 
mainly not at beauty in a single example—as a servant would who favored the 
beauty of a little boy or a man or a single custom (being a slave, of course, he’s low 


2Plato, The Symposium, trans. Paul Woodward and Alexander Nehamas, Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1990. 
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and small-minded)—but the lover is turned to the great sea of beauty, and, gazing 
upon this, he gives birth to many gloriously beautiful ideas and theories, in unstint- 
ing love of wisdom, until, having grown and been strengthened there, he catches 
sight of such knowledge, and it is the knowledge of such beauty. . . . 

“Try to pay attention to me,” she said, “as best you can. You see, the man who 
has been thus far guided in matters of Love, who has beheld beautiful things in the 
right order and correctly, is coming now to the goal of Loving: all of a sudden he 
will catch sight of something wonderfully beautiful in its nature; that, Socrates, is 
the reason for all his earlier labors: 

“First, it always is and neither comes to be nor passes away, neither waxes nor 
wanes. Second, it is not beautiful this way and ugly that way, nor beautiful at one 
time and ugly at another, nor beautiful in relation to one thing and ugly in relation 
to another; nor is it beautiful here but ugly there, as it would be if it were beautiful 
for some people and ugly for others. Nor will the beautiful appear to him in the 
guise of a face or hands or anything else that belongs to the body. It will not appear 
to him as one idea or one kind of knowledge. It is not anywhere in another thing, as 
in an animal, or in earth, or in heaven, or in anything else, but itself by itself with it- 
self, it is always one in form; and all the other beautiful things share in that, in such 
a way that when those others come to be or pass away, this does not become the 
least bit smaller or greater nor suffer any change. So when someone rises by these 
stages, through loving boys correctly, and begins to see this beauty, he has almost 
grasped his goal. This is what it is to go aright, or be led by another, into the mys- 
tery of Love: one goes always upwards for the sake of this Beauty, starting out from 
beautiful things and using them like rising stairs: from one body to two and from 
two to all beautiful bodies, then from beautiful bodies to beautiful customs, and 
from customs to learning beautiful things, and from these lessons he arrives in the 
end at this lesson, which is learning of this very Beauty, so that in the end he comes 
to know just what it is to be beautiful. 

“And there in life, Socrates, my friend,” said the woman from Mantinea, “there 
if anywhere should a person live his life, beholding that Beauty. If you once see 
that, it won’t occur to you to measure beauty by gold or clothing or beautiful boys 
and youths—who, if you see them now, strike you out of your senses, and make 
you, you and many others, eager to be with the boys you love and look at them for- 
ever, if there were any way to do that, forgetting food and drink, everything but 
looking at them and being with them. But how would it be, in our view,” she said, 
“if someone got to see the Beautiful itself, absolute, pure, unmixed, not polluted by 
human flesh or colors or any other great nonsense of mortality, but if he could see 
the divine Beauty itself in its one form? Do you think it would be a poor life for a 
human being to look there and to behold it by that which he ought, and to be with 
it? Or haven’t you remembered,” she said, “that in that life alone, when he looks at 
Beauty in the only way that Beauty can be seen—only then will it become possible 
for him to give birth not to images of virtue (because he’s in touch with no images), 
but to true virtue (because he is in touch with the true Beauty). The love of the gods 
belongs to anyone who has given birth to true virtue and nourished it, and if any hu- 
man being could become immortal, it would be he.” 
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+ What is beauty? What does Plato mean that we love univer- 
sal beauty? When you judge something to be beautiful, what 
is it that you find beautiful? 


The beauty of a particular person, according to Diotima’s doctrine, is our starting 
point for discovering absolute Beauty. Our ultimate goal in loving the beauty of another 
is not to win that person’s love, but for our soul to see the eternal Form of Beauty and to 
contemplate Beauty continuously. Plato’s vision of what love should lead us toward is 
thus very different from Romeo’s vision of what he wants. Romeo believes he loves 
Juliet, a particular woman. But Plato’s Socrates would say that what Romeo really loves 
is Beauty itself, the Beauty he sees shining through Juliet. 

Even Plato seems to have mixed feelings about the impersonal vision of love that Di- 
otima describes. For in continuing the Symposium, Plato follows Socrates’ speech with a 
speech by a drunken Alcibiades, who waxes eloquent on his particular and passionate love 
for Socrates. Some commentators have suggested that Plato means to imply that Socrates’ 
story of love is too abstract, and that it must be balanced by recognition of the importance 
of the particular person who is loved. So too, we should ask whether a work of art is beau- 
tiful in itself or beautiful as a representation of abstract Beauty. If our spiritual develop- 
ment is furthered when we recognize that beauty is the same wherever we recognize it, it 
might seem that Plato would do better to emphasize our love of beauty in various non- 
human things. Even if we recoil from the idea that the uniqueness of the individual one 
loves is not important ultimately, we might well see some point to the idea that various 
beautiful objects in the world have something important in common. Why, then, does 
Plato not focus his attention on beautiful objects? In particular, why does Plato not sug- 
gest that works of Art guide us toward insight into Beauty itself? 

The Form of Beauty is unambivalently wondrous for Plato—works of art are not. In 
fact, Plato is extremely suspicious of art. At times Plato criticizes artists for not know- 
ing what they are doing; at other times he insists that what artists are doing is dangerous 
to the audience of their works. Plato emphasizes the beauty of human beings in his ac- 
count of Beauty because he thinks that love of another is the primary way that most peo- 
ple gain insight into a higher spiritual realm. Yet, by contrast, Plato thinks that works of 
art tend to impress us with the wrong thing entirely: with the appearances of this world 
and with unenlightened talent. Beauty is one thing; art is something very different. 

Plato’s suspicion of art is complicated, however. For despite harsh judgments about 
the damage art can do, it is clear that Plato both admires some art and links it to a higher 
spiritual dimension. One of the clearest indications of Plato’s ambivalence toward art is 
his treatment of poetry in his dialogue entitled The Jon. In The Ion, Socrates discusses 
poetic talent with Ion, a poetic interpreter by profession. Ion observes that he moves au- 
diences tremendously whenever he interprets Homer, but that his art seems quite feeble 
when he attempts to interpret any other poet. Socrates convinces Ion that his ability is 
not appropriately called an “art” at all; for if he performed with an art, he would know 
the rules to apply to all poetic material. Art, according to Socrates, is a kind of knowl- 
edge that can be applied by one who knows it to all appropriate materials, But lon does 
not possess this kind of knowledge. Instead, Ion performs Homer well because he is di- 
vinely inspired. 


FROM THE ION 
BY PLATO 
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| SOCRATES: I do see, Ion, and I’m going to announce to you what I think that is. As I 


said earlier, that’s not a subject you’ve mastered—speaking well about Homer; 
it’s a divine power that moves you, as a “Magnetic” stone moves iron rings. 
(That’s what Euripides called it: most people call it “Heracleian.”) This stone not 


The god is 
showing us... 
that these beautiful 
poems are not 
human, not even 
from human 
beings, but are 
divine and from 
gods; that poets 
are nothing but 
representatives of 
the gods. 


only pulls those rings, if they’re iron, it also puts power 
in the rings, so that they in turn can do just what the 
stone does—pull other rings—so that there’s some- 
times a very long chain of iron pieces and rings hang- 
ing from one another. And the power in all of them 
depends on this stone. In the same way, the Muse 
makes some people inspired herself, and then through 
those who are inspired a chain of other enthusiasts is 
suspended. You know, none of the epic poets, if they’re 
good, are masters of their subject; they are inspired, 
possessed, and that is how they utter all those beautiful 
poems. The same goes for lyric poets if they’re good: 
just as the Corybantes are not in their right minds when 
they dance, lyric poets, too, are not in their right minds 
when they make those beautiful lyrics, but as soon as 
they sail into harmony and rhythm they are possessed 
by Bacchic frenzy. Just as Bacchus worshippers when 


they are possessed draw honey and milk from rivers, 
but not when they are in their right minds—the soul of a lyric poet does this too, 
as they say themselves. For of course poets tell us that they gather songs at 
honey-flowing springs, from glades and gardens of the Muses, and that they bear 
songs to us as bees carry honey, flying like bees. And what they say is true. For a 
poet is an airy thing, winged and holy, and he is not able to make poetry until he 
becomes inspired and goes out of his mind and his intellect is no longer in him. 
As long as a human being has his intellect in his possession he will always lack 
the power to make poetry or sing prophecy. Therefore because it’s not by mas- 
tery that they make poems or say many lovely things about their subjects (as you 
do about Homer)—but because it’s by a divine gift—each poet is able to compose 
beautifully only that for which the Muse has aroused him: one can do dithyra- 
mbs, another encomia, one can do dance songs, another, epics, and yet another, 
iambics; and each of them is worthless for the other types of poetry. You see, it’s 
not mastery that enables them to speak those verses, but a divine power, since if 
they knew how to speak beautifully on one type of poetry by mastering the sub- 
ject, they could do so for all the others also. That’s why the god takes their intel- 
lect away from them when he uses them as his servants, as he does prophets and 
godly diviners, so that we who hear should know that they are not the ones who 


3Plato, The Jon, trans, Paul Woodruff, Indianapolis, IN; Hackett, 1983. Reprinted by permission. 
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speak those verses that are of such high value, for their intellect is not in them: 
the god himself is the one who speaks, and he gives voice through them to us. 
The best evidence for this account is Tynnichus from Chalcis, who never made a 
poem anyone would think worth mentioning, except for the praise-song every- 
one sings, almost the most beautiful lyric-poem there is, and simply, as he says 
himself, “an invention of the Muses.” In this more than anything, then, I think, 
the god is showing us, so that we should be in no doubt about it, that these beau- 
tiful poems are not human, not even from human beings, but are divine and from 
gods; that poets are nothing but representatives of the gods, possessed by who- 
ever possesses them. To show that, the god deliberately sang the most beautiful 
lyric poem through the most worthless poet. Don’t you think I’m right, lon? 


+ Do you think that one should be “in control of” or be able to 
give a fully rational account of the creative process to be an 
artist? Why does Plato argue for this criterion? Do you 
think that his account of the creative process is realistic? 


The poet and his interpreters are in touch with the divine. Divine intervention by the 
Muses transports the poet from his ordinary state and empowers him to utter “his ora- 
cles.” Plato suggests in this passage that poets do speak the truth about higher reality 
when they are possessed by the gods. Through the image of the magnet, Plato suggests 
that such truths or insights are communicated through the poet to the interpreter to the 
audience. Thus, what is communicated to the audience is of divine origin and presum- 
ably of value for spiritual insight. Nevertheless, although the poetry generated by divine 
possession is favorably cast in The Jon, the powers of the poet are not. Socrates, while 
acknowledging Ion’s divine possession, discounts Ion the poet. Ion is a mere vessel em- 
ployed by the gods; his soul has not regained knowledge of the Forms. Were Ion per- 
forming with knowledge—if Ion himself had insight—his ability would not be limited 
to Homer’s poetry. But Ion does not possess knowledge nor control the art he claims to 
practice. Divine possession, not Ion himself, controls Ion’s performance. Ion the poet 
operates in ignorance and has no control over his talent whatever. 

Plato’s ambivalence toward art is even more evident in The Republic. There Socrates 
discourses on the ignorance of artists, arguing at length for censorship of poetry— 
which might seem surprising in light of Socrates’ suggestion in The Jon that the poet is 
divinely inspired. In order to understand Socrates’ harsh stance in The Republic, we 
must understand the concerns that motivate the Socrates of this dialogue. 

In The Republic, Socrates and some of his disciples are concerned with the qualities 
that make a good state. Socrates’ comments on the dangers of art arise in connection 
with this concern. Plato’s suspicion of art revealed in this context derives from his be- 
liefs about art’s powers to distract citizens from their proper roles in the good state. As 
Plato understands it, the good state is one in which individuals serve their own particu- 
lar function and in this manner promote the good of the whole. Ideally, citizens of the 
good state perform these functions in harmony with each other. 

For harmony to exist in the external social order, the souls of the citizens must be in 
a state of harmony. An individual soul attains a state of harmony when each element of 
that soul performs its proper function, unimpeded by any other element. The state of har- 
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mony is achieved when reason—one of the three components of the soul—rules over the 
remaining components, the appetites and the spirited element. Ruling over the remain- 
ing two elements is reason’s appropriate function, and the functions of the remaining el- 
ements are coordinated properly only when reason plays this role. Similarly, on the 
political level, the elements of the state can operate in coordination with one another 
only when the state is ruled in accordance with reason. 

This vision of the good state and of the citizens who comprise it makes art problem- 
atic for two reasons: the first concerns reason’s function, the second concerns art’s 
capacity to arouse passion. Reason, in Plato’s view, is the faculty that discerns true real- 
ities behind appearances. Our reliance on reason to rule our soul involves willingness to 
forego attention to appearances and to turn our attention to the deeper truths that ap- 
pearances obscure. The arts, however, direct attention to appearances. For this reason, 
Socrates in The Republic disparages all imitative art as being a distraction from divine 
insight. Imitative art copies the appearance of material things, which themselves are ap- 
pearances that disguise the true reality of the Forms. Consequently, this kind of art is 
“thrice removed from the truth.” Socrates considers art’s distance from truth with his 
disciples: 


FROM THE REPUBLIC 
By PLATO4 


But I do not mind saying to you, that all poetical imitations are ruinous to the un- 
derstanding of the hearers, and that the knowledge of their true nature is the only 
antidote to them. 

Explain the purport of your remark. 

Well, I will tell you, although I have always from my earliest youth had an awe 
and love of Homer, which even now makes the words falter on my lips, for he is the 
great captain and teacher of the whole of that charming tragic company; but a man 
is not to be reverenced more than the truth, and therefore I will speak out. 

Very good, he said. 

eee 

Let us take any common instance; there are beds and tables in the world—plenty 
of them, are there not? 

Yes. 

But there are only two ideas or forms of them—one the idea of a bed, the other 
of a table. 

True. $ 

And the maker of either of them makes a bed or he makes a table for our use, in 
accordance with the idea—that is our way of speaking in this and similar in- 
stances—but no artificer makes the ideas themselves: how could he? 

Impossible. 


4Plato, The Republic, trans. Benjamin Jowett. Copyright © 1974 by Hackett Publishing Company. Reprinted 
by permission. 
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oo 

The painter is a creator of appearances, is he not? 

Of course. 

But then I suppose you will say that what he creates is untrue. And yet there is a 
sense in which the painter also creates a bed? 

Yes, he said, but not a real bed. 

And what of the maker of the bed? were you not saying that he too makes, not 
the idea which, according to our view, is the essence of the bed, but only a particu- 
lar bed? 

Yes, I did. 

Then if he does not make that which exists he cannot make true existence, but 
only some semblance of existence; and if any one were to say that the work of the 
maker of the bed, or of any other workman, has real existence, he could hardly be 
supposed to be speaking the truth. 

At any rate, he replied, philosophers would say that he was not speaking the 
truth. 

ooo 

Well then, here are three beds: one existing in nature, which is made by God, as 
I think that we may say—for no one else can be the maker? 

No. 

There is another which is the work of the carpenter? 

Yes. 

And the work of the painter is a third? 

Yes. 

Beds, then, are of three kinds, and there are three artists who superintend them: 
God, the maker of the bed, and the painter? 

Yes, there are three of them. 

eee 

Shall we, then, speak of Him as the natural author or maker of the bed? 

Yes, he replied; inasmuch as by the natural process of creation He is the author 
of this and of all other things. 

And what shall we say of the carpenter—is not he also the maker of the bed? 

Yes. 

But would you call the painter a creator and maker? 

Certainly not. 

Yet if he is not the maker, what is he in relation to the bed? 

I think, he said, that we may fairly designate him as the imitator of that which 
the others make. 

Good, I said; then you call him who is third in the descent from nature an 
imitator? 

Certainly, he said. 

And the tragic poet is an imitator, and therefore, like all other imitators, he is 
thrice removed from the king and from the truth? 

That appears to be so. 
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Thus, Plato contends, the imitative arts endanger their audience’s ability to attend to 
true reality, for the arts direct attention to appearances and away from realities. In addi- 
tion, art, especially poetry, has the dangerous potential to arouse passion. Nevertheless, 
Plato does not view passion as undesirable in itself; in fact, as we have seen, he believes 
that passion for beauty is the first developmental stage toward insight into the Forms. 
But when passion is not limited and controlled properly, Plato believes that passion can 
inspire the person who experiences it to disregard reason. The consequences are disas- 
trous, both to the person’s inner harmony and to his or her respect for the rule of reason 
in the state. 

Passion, in Plato’s opinion, also can distract citizens from attending to their func- 
tions in the community. In particular, poetry can endanger the state in this way, espe- 
cially when it depicts characters who are unsuitable role models. Even Homer's 
depictions of the gods often present the gods engaged in unworthy behavior that could 
inspire the impressionable to socially undesirable aims and lifestyles. Plato concludes 
that poetry should be strictly censored, convinced as he is that poetry has the power to 
harm even the state’s best citizens. 


When in misfortune we feel a natural hunger and desire to relieve our sorrow by 
weeping and lamentation, and that this feeling which is kept under control in our 
own calamities is satisfied and delighted by the poets;—the better nature in each of 
us, not having been sufficiently trained by reason or habit, allows the sympathetic 
element to break loose because the sorrow is another's; and the spectator fancies 
that there can be no disgrace to himself in praising and pitying any one who comes 
telling him what a good man he is, and making a fuss about his troubles; he thinks 
that the pleasure is a gain, and why should he be supercilious and lose this and the 
poem too? Few persons ever reflect, as I should imagine, that from the evil of other 
men something of evil is communicated to themselves. And so the feeling of sor- 
row which has gathered strength at the sight of the misfortunes of others is with 
difficulty repressed in our own. 

How very true! 

And does not the same hold also of the ridiculous? There are jests which you 
would be ashamed to make yourself, and yet on the comic stage, or indeed in pri- 
vate, when you hear them, you are greatly amused by 
them, and are not at all disgusted at their unseemli- 
Poetry fe eeds ness;—the case of pity is repeated;—there is a prin- 
and waters the ciple in human nature which is disposed am a 

xy! i | Jaugh, and this which you once restrained by reason, 
epee instead of tae you were afraid of being thought a buffoon, is 
drying them up; | now let out again; and having stimulated the risible 
she lets them | faculty at the theatre, you are betrayed unconsciously 
rule, a Ithoug h | to yourself into playing the comic poet at home. 

| Quite true, he said. 

they ought to be And the same may be said of lust and anger and all 
controlled, the other affections, of desire and pain and pleasure, 
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which are held to be inseparable from every action—in all of them poetry feeds and 
waters the passions instead of drying them up; she lets them rule, although they 
ought to be controlled, if mankind are ever to increase in happiness and virtue. 

I cannot deny it. 

Therefore, Glaucon, I said, whenever you meet with any of the eulogists of 
Homer declaring that he has been the educator of Hellas, and that he is profitable 
for education and for the ordering of human things, and that you should take him up 
again and again and get to know him and regulate your whole life according to him, 
we may love and honour those who say these things—they are excellent people, as 
far as their lights extend; and we are ready to acknowledge that Homer is the great- 
est of poets and first of tragedy writers; but we must remain firm in our conviction 
that hymns to the gods and praises of famous men are the only poetry which ought 
to be admitted into our State. For if you go beyond this and allow the honeyed muse 
to enter, either in epic or lyric verse, not law and the reason of mankind, which by 
common consent have ever been deemed best, but pleasure and pain will be the 
rulers in our State. l-i 


Despite this lengthy indictment of poetry, Plato’s conclusions are again mixed. Al- 
ready, in the next sentence of the dialogue, Socrates suggests the possibility of a concil- 
iation between truth, the good state, and poetry. 


Notwithstanding this, let us assure our sweet friend and the sister arts of imitation, 
that if she will only prove her title to exist in a well-ordered State we shall be de- 
lighted to receive her—we are very conscious of her charms; but we may not on 
that account betray the truth. 


+ Can you think of any modern parallels to Plato's criticism of 
the arts in The Republic? In what respects are the arts under 
attack today and why? 


B. ARISTOTLE AND THE 
SELF-SUFFICIENCY OF ART 


The metaphysical differences between Plato and Aristotle are apparent in their respec- 
tive aesthetics. Plato links beauty to the transcendent and judges art harshly when art 
fails to illuminate transcendent truth. By contrast, Aristotle focuses instead on the ob- 
servable characteristics of art as a phenomenon in this world. Aristotle, concerned with 
art as a mode of Becoming, is interested in how artworks come about and in the process 
of intelligence that guides their formation. Beauty is, for Aristotle, an eminent feature of 
things in this world, which can be studied through examination of the structure of beau- 
tiful things. 

Because Aristotle is concerned with art as a phenomenon in this world, he does not 
emphasize the same things that Plato emphasizes. Although Aristotle describes poetic 
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talent as a gift (in The Poetics), he does not describe artistic creation as an intervention 
of the divine. Instead, Aristotle sees art as the product of human intentions, and he be- 
lieves that some account can be given of the specific elements that comprise a good 
work of art. Artworks are products of “art” in the exact sense that Socrates denied art to 
Ion. Art is the capacity to make, involving a true course of reasoning. In other words, art 
is a kind of rational knowledge that a proficient artist knows how to employ in case af- 
ter case. 

Aristotle also differs from Plato in his account of art’s desirable function. Plato sees 
art as valuable only insofar as it can serve an extra-artistic function. Aristotle, by con- 
trast, believes that the arts are valuable in themselves. Although Aristotle, like Plato, 
discusses the role of art (especially music) in education, he does not believe that the arts 
have primarily a functional purpose. Instead, according to Aristotle, the arts are self- 
sufficient activities that contribute dignity to life and that give us a sense of the joy to be 
found in contemplation for its own sake. In addition, the arts also provide innocent 
amusement and relaxation from toil. However, the primary purpose of art is not to com- 
plement some extra-artistic purpose, but simply to give us something to cherish and 
contemplate in our leisure. For example, Aristotle sees imitative art as an innocent 
pleasure. He observes that we learn through imitating, and that we take great pleasure in 
learning (which includes, in this case, grasping what is being imitated). Aristotle also 
points out that we take a natural delight in imitations of all sorts. Imitative art, far from 
being inherently pernicious, springs from a natural human aptitude. 

Aristotle’s most important discussion of art occurs in The Poetics; in particular, his 
theory of tragedy has been tremendously influential. Proceeding from his definition of 
tragedy, consider Aristotle’s succinct analysis. 


FROM THE POETICS 
BY ARISTOTLE5 


A tragedy then, is the imitation of an action that is serious and also, as having mag- 
nitude, complete in itself; in language with pleasurable accessories, each kind 
brought in separately in the parts of the work; in a dramatic, not in a narrative form; 
with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such 
emotions. Here by “language with pleasurable accessories” I mean that with rhythm 
and harmony or song superadded; and by “the kinds separately” I mean that some 
portions are worked out with verse only, and others in turn with song. 


Aristotle, beginning with a discussion of plot and focusing on the magnitude of the 
tragic work, proceeds to analyze the elements of tragedy. 


We have laid it down that a tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete 
in itself, as a whole of some magnitude; for a whole may be of no magnitude to 
speak of. Now a whole is that which has beginning, middle, and end. A beginning 


Aristotle, The Poetics, from The Works of Aristotle, ed. W. D. Ross, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908. 
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is that which is not itself necessarily after anything else, and which has naturally 
something else after it; an end is that which is naturally after something itself, 
either as its necessary or usual consequent, and with nothing else after it; and a 
middle, that which is by nature after one thing and has also another after it. A well- 
constructed Plot, therefore, cannot either begin or end at any one point one likes; 
beginning and end in it must be of the forms just described. Again: to be beautiful, 
a living creature, and every whole made up of parts, must not only present a certain 
order in its arrangement of parts, but also be of a certain definite magnitude. Beauty 
is a matter of size and order, and therefore impossible either (1) in a very minute 
creature, since our perception becomes indistinct as it approaches instantaneity; or 
(2) in a creature of vast size—one, say, 1,000 miles long—as in that case, instead 
of the object being seen all at once, the unity and wholeness of it is lost to the be- 
holder. Just in the same way, then, as a beautiful whole made up of parts, or a beau- 
tiful living creature, must be of some size, but a size to be taken in by the eye, so a 
story or Plot must be of some length, but of a length to be taken in by the memory. 
As for the limit of its length, so far as that is relative to public performances and 
spectators, it does not fall within the theory of poetry. If they had to perform a hun- 
dred tragedies, they would be timed by water-clocks, as they are said to have been 
at one period. The limit, however, set by the actual nature of the thing is this: the 
longer the story, consistently with its being comprehensible as a whole, the finer it 
is by reason of its magnitude. As a rough general formula, “a length which allows 
of the hero passing by a series of probable or necessary stages from misfortune to 
happiness, or from happiness to misfortune,” may suffice as a limit for the magni- 
tude of the story. 


Aristotle may appear to be stating the obvious. In fact, his precepts on magnitude es- 
tablish one of the most significant principles of traditional Western aesthetics—the 
principle of closure. According to the principle of closure, an artwork should have 
clear, well-defined limits and should not “begin or end at any point one likes.” Instead, 
it should present something that is complete in itself. 

In comparing a tragedy to a living creature, Aristotle also proposes a model that 
dominates the traditional Western understanding of the artwork—the model of Organic 
Life. The composition of an artwork should resemble that of a living organism. Each of 
the elements should serve the “life” of the work as a whole, and the functions of the el- 
ements should operate in harmony. The observer should get the impression that every 
element in the work is exactly as it should be, and that no elements should distract from 
the Unified Effect of the work as a whole. Closely related to this idea is the notion of 
Aesthetic Necessity, the idea that the composition of the work should be so perfectly 
structured and the elements so perfectly coordinated in serving the effect of the whole 
that any change would be a change for the worse. Aristotle makes this point as well. 
“[I]n poetry the story, as an imitation of action, must represent one action, a complete 
whole, with its several incidents so closely connected that the transposal or withdrawal 
of any one of them will disjoin and dislocate the whole.” 

Aristotle goes on to suggest appropriate techniques for unifying the tragedy. Simply 
tracing the events in one person’s life does not unify a play, for many unrelated inci- 
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dents transpire in a single individual’s life. Instead, the unity of a tragedy should come 
from presenting the play as a single action. Aristotle believes that to accomplish this the 
playwright should limit the material to the events of one twenty-four hour period. 

Aristotle again departs from Plato in his further comments on the material employed 
in tragedy. Far from thinking that an “ancient quarrel” exists between poetry and phi- 
losophy, Aristotle argues that poetry is itself philosophical. 


From what we have said it will be seen that the poet’s function is to describe, not 
the thing that has happened, but a kind of thing that might happen, i.e. what is pos- 
sible as being probable or necessary. The distinction 
between historian and poet is not in the one writing 


One describes 
prose and the other verse—you might put the work of 


the thing that Herodotus into verse, and it would still be a species of 
has been, and history; it consists really in this, that the one describes 
the other a kind the thing that has been, and the other a kind of thing 

A that might be. Hence poetry is something more philo- 
of thing that sophic and of graver import than history, since its state- 
mig ht be. ments are of the nature rather of universals, whereas 


those of history are singulars. By a universal statement 
L mean one as to what such or such a kind of man will probably or necessarily say 
or do—which is the aim of poetry, though it affixes proper names to the characters; 
by a singular statement, one as to what, say, Alcibiades did or had done to him. 


Aristotle analyzed each of the elements indicated in his definition of tragedy, treating 
some at greater length than others. Other than Aristotle’s comments on plot, his most 
influential remarks probably are those dealing with the effects of tragedy on the audi- 
ence. Yet these remarks are terse and ambiguous. The definition of tragedy states that 
the incidents portrayed should arouse “pity and fear” in order to effect a catharsis of 
these emotions. Later on Aristotle states that although pity and fear can be aroused by 
the spectacle of the play, the more artistic method is to arouse them “by the very struc- 
ture and incidents of the play.” So desirable is it that the incidents provoke these emo- 
tions that Aristotle insists, “The Plot . . . should be so framed that, even without seeing 
the things take place, he who simply hears the account of them shall be filled with hor- 
ror and pity at the incidents.” 

Elsewhere, in The Rhetoric, Aristotle elaborates on what these peculiarly tragic emo- 
tions involve. Fear arises from a mental picture of destructive or painful evil that we be- 
lieve might befall us in the future. And we experience pity when such an evil befalls 
someone who does not deserve it, and when we recognize that the same thing might be- 
fall us or someone close to us. The tragic emotions of pity and fear are aroused, there- 
fore, only when we feel some identification with the tragic hero’s circumstances. In 
essence, we must identify with the tragic hero’s vulnerability. suminese 

The tragedy aims to inspire pity and fear in its audience, but at the same time it aims 
to transform its audience by means of catharsis. Although the precise meaning of 
“catharsis” has been debated since Aristotle suggested this idea, presumably he means 
that the tragic emotions are either purged or purified. The burden of our sense of vul- 
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nerability is lightened as a result of our sympathetic co-suffering with the tragic hero. 
Perhaps Aristotle believes that we master our feelings of insecurity and vulnerability by 
expressing them vicariously through the play. 

As one who is concerned primarily with the phenomena and mechanisms of this 
world, Aristotle admires verisimilitude in tragic depiction. He claims that characters 
should be lifelike and consistent with themselves, and that the poet should persuade the 
audience that the events portrayed are necessary or probable. Nonetheless, Aristotle is 
not a radical realist; the tragedy should, in his view, resemble life but also ennoble it. 
The tragic hero should be somewhat idealized, and even the impossible can be pre- 
sented successfully as long as it appears to be the probable outcome of events. Again, 
Aristotle departs from Plato with respect to appearances. Tragedy can make good use of 
appearances to achieve a tragic effect, as Aristotle sees it. And while the ultimate aim of 
tragedy, and all poetry, is to reveal universal truths about human beings, these truths 
might be conveyed more forcefully by means of the idealized or the imaginary than by 
means of the unvarnished truth. 


+ How does Aristotle's attitude toward art differ from Plato's? 

+ How does Aristotle describe tragedy? What does he mean 
when he insists that an artwork’s structure should be or- 
ganic? Can you think of examples of great art that do not 
possess this quality? 

+ Have you ever had a cathartic experience from watching 
a film, a play, or while listening to music? Describe this 
experience. 


C. THE DISPUTE ABOUT TASTES 


Both Plato and Aristotle profoundly affected later Western thought about beauty and art. 
Plato’s suspicion of art—reinforced by Christian suspicion of sensual enjoyment—lin- 
gered in theoretical treatments of the subject for many centuries, and it colors popular 
Western thinking about art to this day. On the other hand, Aristotle’s principles and 
models for successful art remain paradigmatic through recent times, and even depar- 
tures from his general theories often rework Aristotelian models. 

From the early Christian period through the medieval period, art was judged primarily 
on its ability to reveal truth in some fashion. Plotinus (ca. 204—270 c.k.), a neo-Platonic 
philosopher, argued that art can provoke insight into the Forms more effectively than na- 
ture can. To recognize beauty in anything is, in his view, already to be attuned to true 
reality. Thus, beautiful art should be seen not as a distraction but as a vehicle to tran- 
scendent truth. In this capacity art can be more valuable than beautiful nature, for art— 
enlightened by human insight—can be designed with the explicit intention of illuminat- 
ing the underlying reality to its audience. 

Influenced by such neo-Platonic ideas, St. Augustine attempted to establish the legit- 
imacy of art for Christians. In Augustine's view the artistic beholder can gain insight 
into the divine mind by contemplating beauty. For underlying both God's creation in 
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general, and all beautiful art and nature, is numerical proportion and harmony. Thus, it 
is appropriate for the Christian to contemplate such beauty. For by means of the senses, 
beauty reveals something of God’s nature to the mind. The arts, therefore, can bring us 
closer to God. And because the arts reflect the harmonious structure that underlies 
God's creative power, the arts can be used to symbolize the transcendent. The idea that 
art can be used to symbolize levels of reality that are not themselves sensuous domi- 
nated the medieval perspective on art as well. 

David Hume, while adopting an extreme subjectivist stance toward aesthetic judg- 
ments, proposed another explanation of the fact that some aesthetic judgments are bet- 
ter than others. Hume is especially influential in the history of aesthetics, for it is Hume, 
in particular, whom Kant set out to refute in his aesthetic theory. Consider Hume’s 
analysis of the problem that among different aesthetic observers there are extreme di- 
vergences of taste. 


rrom “OF THE STANDARD OF TASTE” 
BY DAVID HUME® 


It is natural for us to seek a Standard of Taste; a rule, by which the various senti- 
ments of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision, afforded, confirming one sen- 
timent, and condemning another. 

There is a species of philosophy, which cuts off all hopes of success in such an 
attempt, and represents the impossibility of ever attaining any standard of taste. The 
difference, it is said, is very wide between judgment and sentiment. All sentiment is 
right; because sentiment has a reference to nothing beyond itself, and is always real, 
wherever a man is conscious of it. But all determinations of the understanding are 
not right; because they have a reference to something beyond themselves, to wit, 
real matter of fact; and are not always conformable to that standard. Among a thou- 
sand different opinions which different men may entertain of the same subject, 
there is one, and but one, that is just and true; and the only difficulty is to fix and 
ascertain it. On the contrary, a thousand different sentiments, excited by the same 
object, are all right: Because no sentiment represents what is really in the object. It 
only marks a certain conformity or relation between the object and the organs or 
faculties of the mind; and if that conformity did not really exist, the sentiment could 
never possibly have being. Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists 
merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different 
beauty. One person may even perceive deformity, where another is sensible of 
beauty; and every individual ought to acquiesce in his own sentiment, without pre- 
tending to regulate those of others. To seek the real beauty, or real deformity, is as 
fruitless an enquiry, as to pretend to ascertain the real sweet or real bitter. Accord- 
ing to the disposition of the organs, the same object may be both sweet and bitter; 
and the proverb has justly determined it to be fruitless to dispute concerning tastes. 


David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste,” from Essays, Moral, Political and Literary, ed. T. H. Green, Lon- 
don: Longmans, Green and Co., 1882. 
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It is very natural, and even quite necessary, to extend this axiom to mental, as well 
as bodily taste; and thus common sense, which is so often at variance with philoso- 
phy, especially with the skeptical kind, is found, in one instance at least, to agree in 
pronouncing the same decision. 

But though this axiom, by passing into a proverb, seems to have attained the 
sanction of common sense; there is certainly a species of common sense which op- 
poses it, at least serves to modify and restrain it. Whoever would assert an equality 
of genius and elegance between OGILBY and MILTON, or BUNYAN and ADDI- 
SON, would be thought to defend no less an extravagance, than if he had main- 
tained a mole-hill to be as high as TENERIFFE, or a pond as extensive as the 
ocean. Though there may be found persons, who give the preference to the former 
authors; no one pays attention to such a taste; and we pronounce without scruple 
the sentiment of these pretended critics to be absurd and ridiculous. The principle 
of the natural equality of tastes is then totally forgot, and while we admit it on 
some occasions, where the objects seem near an equality, it appears an extravagant 
paradox, or rather a palpable absurdity, where objects so disproportioned are com- 
pared together. 


Although Hume believes it a reasonable principle of common sense that some aesthetic 
judgments are simply faulty, he refuses to conclude that any a priori rules can ground 
the validity of some judgments against their rivals. 


It is evident that none of the rules of composition are fixed by reasonings a priori, 
or can be esteemed abstract conclusions of the understanding, from comparing 
those habitudes and relations of ideas, which are eternal and immutable. Their 
foundation is the same with that of all the practical sciences, experience; nor are 
they any thing but general observations, concerning what has been universally 
found to please in all countries and in all ages. Many of the beauties of poetry and 
even of eloquence are founded on falsehood and fiction, on hyperboles, metaphors, 
and an abuse or perversion of terms from their natural meaning. To check the sallies 
of the imagination, and to reduce every expression to geometrical truth and exact- 
ness, would be the most contrary to the laws of criticism; because it would produce 
a work, which, by universal experience, has been found the most insipid and dis- 
agreeable. But though poetry can never submit to exact truth, it must be confined by 
rules of art, discovered to the author either by genius or observation, If some negli- 
gent or irregular writers have pleased, they have not pleased by their transgressions 
of rule or order, but in spite of these transgressions: They have possessed other 
beauties, which were conformable to just criticism; and the force of these beauties 

| has been able to overpower censure, and give the mind a satisfaction superior to the 
disgust arising from the blemishes. 


How then can we criticize any taste as deplorable? Hume argues that we judge beauty 
much as we judge morality: we judge by means of a peculiarly aesthetic sentiment. Al- 
though each of us judges subjectively, the sentiment by which we judge is a natural and 
human one. Thus, we can expect considerable agreement among those whose sensibili- 
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ties have been nurtured properly. Agreement about what is beautiful indicates that the aes- 
thetic sentiment, which beauty naturally arouses, in the human soul has been aroused in 
various observers by a particular object. 

However, Hume realizes that this account does not yet explain the considerable dis- 
agreement that we observe among those who pass aesthetic judgments. Hume goes on 
to explain that many contingencies interfere with the arousal of aesthetic sentiment by 
appropriate objects. 


But though all the general rules of art are founded only on experience and on the 
observation of the common sentiments of human nature, we must not imagine, that, 
on every occasion, the feelings of men will be conformable to these rules. Those 
finer emotions of the mind are of a very tender and delicate nature, and require the 
concurrence of many favourable circumstances to 
If any of these make them play with facility and exactness, according 
circumstances to their general and established principles. The least 
P exterior hindrance to such small springs, or the least in- 
be want Ing, ... Wwe ternal disorder, disturbs their motion, and confounds 
shall be unable to the operation of the whole machine. When we would 


judge of the make an experien] of this nature, and vrama try the 

S A force of any beauty or deformity, we must choose with 
catholic and care a proper time and place, and bring the fancy to a 
universal beauty. suitable situation and disposition. A perfect serenity of 


mind, a recollection of thought, a due attention to the 
object; if any of these circumstances be wanting, our experiment will be fallacious, 
and we shall be unable to judge of the catholic and universal beauty. The relation, 
which nature has placed between the form and the sentiment will at least be more 
obscure; and it will require greater accuracy to trace and discern it. We shall be able 
to ascertain its influence not so much from the operation of each particular beauty, 
as from the durable admiration, which attends those works, that have survived all 
the caprices of mode and fashion, all the mistakes of ignorance and envy. 


Rather surprisingly, we find Hume suggesting that if we really want to know whether 
or not a thing can appropriately be called beautiful, we should consult the experience of 
others, Durable admiration is a good indication of the aesthetic quality of an artwork, 
whereas our personal judgments of a work might well be distorted by our condition of 
mind or our prejudices. Hume rests his claim to the validity of particular aesthetic judg- 
ments, then, on the collective experience of generations, not on the particular experi- 
ence of an individual on a particular occasion. He does not, therefore, believe that 
everyone has equally valid tastes. 

Hume does, however, believe that the criterion for calling something beautiful is ul- 
timately a subjective one. A thing is appropriately called beautiful if and only if it pro- 
vokes aesthetic sentiment in appropriately disposed competent judges. What matters, 
then, is not so much the character of the object as the state of mind occasioned in the ob- 
server. Of course, the characteristics of the aesthetic object are relevant to whether or 
not it occasions aesthetic sentiment in the observer. Hume even indicates some of the 
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objective characteristics commonly observed in artworks that have inspired durable ad- 
miration. But the test of an object’s beauty is the experience it provokes in an observer. 
In this respect, as we are about to see, Hume resembles Kant. In general, modern West- 
ern aesthetics have turned their attention from the characteristics of the object to con- 
sideration of the state of mind that beauty and art occasion. 


+ How does Hume resolve the difficulty in maintaining that 
aesthetic judgments are subjective with the observation that 
we do judge that some judgments are better than others? 


D. KANT: DISPUTES ABOUT 
TASTE RESOLVED 


In his aesthetic work, Kant’s primary concern is essentially the same as Hume’s. He is 
interested in how our subjective aesthetic judgments are valid and in how we can claim 
that some such judgments are better than others. In The Critique of Judgment, Kant’s 
explicit task is to establish aesthetic judgment on an intersubjective basis. However, al- 
though the problems that concern Kant resemble those that interest Hume, here as else- 
where Kant takes Hume as his target. Specifically, Kant sets out to refute Hume’s idea 
that our disputes over taste can only be resolved empirically, and that such resolution is 
only a matter of consulting the empirical judgments of many aesthetic observers over 
time. i 

Kant wonders how it is that the judgment of the beautiful carries with it an expecta- 
tion that others besides the subject will agree with the judgment. This is perplexing be- 
cause a judgment that a thing is beautiful means that it provokes aesthetic pleasure 
within us. We cannot legitimately convince others of the correctness of our aesthetic 
judgment by providing them with conceptual arguments; argument is beside the point 
of whether we experience such pleasure or not. 

But where does this universality of aesthetic experience come from if not from com- 
pelling argument? It comes from our capacity to contemplate suitable objects with our 
mental faculties in the extraordinary but intrinsically satisfying mode of operation that 
Kant describes as free play. The faculties that are involved in free play are the very fac- 
ulties that Kant takes to be essential to the possibility of human cognition: imagination 
and understanding. 

In The Critique of Pure Reason, Kant characterizes the respective roles of imagina- 
tion and understanding for ordinary knowledge. Imagination gathers together the stuff 
of our experience into definite images or representations. On the basis of these repre- 
sentations, understanding forms definite concepts. 

Consider a concrete example. In approaching a flower from the standpoint of cogni- 
tion, the representation of the flower that the imagination presents to the understanding 
is “understood” by means of a definite concept (e.g., a petunia). Once the understanding 
has determined the appropriate concept with which to designate the represented object, 
the process of cognition is complete. 
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In aesthetic experience, the same two faculties (imagination and understanding) 
again operate together. However, the end result is not a determinate concept. Instead, 
the two faculties interact in free play. In this case, again, the imagination forms a repre- 
sentation of the object. But unlike the case of cognition, the representation generated by 
imagination is not enshrined cognitively by a definite concept. Indeed, in aesthetic ex- 
perience, we feel that no definite concept could define adequately what we observe. 
Thus, the two faculties do not neatly finish their work in aesthetic experience. Instead, 
they “play” by mutually enlivening one another. 

When we view the petunia aesthetically, our minds are not statically contemplative, 
but actively so. We leap from focusing on one aspect of the flower’s form to focusing on 
another. In the midst of all this we find our understanding sufficiently engaged that 
often we do seek words to communicate the features of what we notice: “Isn’t the 
way that petal curves interesting? It almost seems flirtatious.” Such comments do not 
explain our enjoyment—in this case, of the flower’s form. Yet they do reveal that our 
understanding in its own peculiar way is at work while our imagination is reworking its 
presentation. 

The understanding’s shifting emphasis, too, seems to encourage imagination to fur- 
ther reformulation of the image that it impresses on the mind. Imagination may present 
us with a differently focused representation of the petunia in light of the understand- 
ing’s sensuous description “flirtatious.” Because no conceptual classification confines 
the imagination, it can attend to more and more features of the object. It thus enhances 
our experience of the object's particularity as opposed to its generically classifiable 
features. 

Against Hume, Kant argues that the convergence of our judgments about beauty are 
not merely empirical accidents but the necessary consequence of the very mental facul- 
ties we possess. Kant’s defense of this claim depends again on the fact that the faculties 
employed in aesthetic experience are the very ones employed in cognition. Insofar as 
we can communicate with others—something that we assume in the case of all human 
beings and something that depends on our common ability to form concepts—we as- 
sume their reliance on the same processes of cognition as those we employ. In making 
this assumption, we assess that their cognitive faculties do function harmoniously. 

But to the extent that we have presupposed this, we have presupposed in every 
human being the active capacity for aesthetic experience. For aesthetic experience de- 
pends only on the active, harmonious free play of the cognitive faculties. As Kant says 
later in The Critique of Judgment, the pleasure accompanying aesthetic experience is a 
satisfaction taken simply in the “harmonious (subjectively purposive) activity of the 
two cognitive powers in their freedom.” Kant feels justified therefore in calling taste a 
kind of “common sense,” for this “sense” is a responsive, harmonious condition of the 
cognitive faculties that can be activated in any aware human being. 

Kant describes a judgment that a thing is beautiful as a necessary judgment. He does 
not mean that everyone empirically agrees that a thing is beautiful. Kant means that 
when we claim an object is beautiful, we mean it is an example of the sort of thing that 
can be contemplated aesthetically by any mentally healthy human being. If someone 
disagrees with our particular judgment that a thing is beautiful, we might discuss the 
disagreement as a consequence of his or her being preoccupied with practical concerns 
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or by a private mood. But if someone never agreed with anyone that anything were 
beautiful, we would be right to believe that the person lacked something basic to a hu- 
man being. 

Kant makes two other important points about the nature of the beautiful: aesthetic 
experience of a beautiful object, he tells us, involves a stance of disinterestedness. The 
basic idea is that our enjoyment of the beautiful does not provoke any personal interest 
on our part. However, our enjoyment of the sensuously pleasing provokes an interest in 
sensuously appropriating the object. Our enjoyment of a T-bone steak, for example, es- 
sentially involves our experience of desire to eat it. Appreciation of the beautiful, by 
contrast, inspires no desire with respect to the object. Instead, we are content simply to 
contemplate the object. 

Kant’s other point is that an aesthetic judgment of a beautiful object involves con- 
templation of mere form. Kant has been described as a formalist because he believes 
aesthetic contemplation considers form alone. Even in the case of art, Kant contends 
that consideration of the content is irrelevant and even distracting from aesthetic con- 
templation. The sensuous satisfaction we might take in the materials of art are also, in 
Kant’s view, irrelevant to aesthetic satisfaction. Kant goes so far in defending this claim 
that he insists that in painting it is the delineation only, not the colors (which might 
please or displease us on a purely sensuous level) that we consider when we are judging 
the work aesthetically. Kant also argues against the view that our emotional response to 
art has anything to do with the aesthetic satisfaction we take in it. 

When we contemplate a beautiful object aesthetically, Kant tells us, we observe what 
he calls purposiveness without a purpose. The object, in other words, forms an or- 
ganic unity that coheres as if toward a definite telos, or purpose. Kant accepts the Aris- 
totelian model of the beautiful object as akin to a living organism. But although the 
elements of the beautiful object seem to function together toward a unifying purpose, 
we do not, in contemplating, discover what it is. If we did discover a definite purpose, it 
would provide the key to a conceptual account of the arrangement of elements in a 
beautiful object. A botanical account of the parts of a flower would be a conceptual ex- 
planation of the function of each element with respect to a definite end (the continued 
life of the flower). But no such definite, objectively identifiable end accounts for the 
aesthetic form of an object. We recognize only that the parts cohere without being able 
to explain why. 

Although primarily we associate the concept of aesthetic beauty with art, the history 
of the subject often looks elsewhere. Plato took as his example of beauty the beautiful 
person; Kant’s analysis of the beautiful focused primarily on nature rather than art. 
Kant, however, does consider art at some length. He considers art essentially to be repre- 
sentational, and therefore he believes that concepts mediate our appreciation of art. In 
other words, our impression of the kind of thing being represented is crucial to our 
judgment of whether or not it is well portrayed. 

Nevertheless, while Kant believes that both artist and observer are constrained by their 
conceptions of the things being represented by art, he does not believe that concepts dic- 
tate recipes for art. Great art is a product of genius, not conceptual construction. Artistic 

genius is a natural faculty for producing “aesthetic ideas.” These ideas are not conceptual 
and well defined in nature; instead they are generative, occasioning imaginative thought, 
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but no particular thought. They are intuitive, and they guide the activity of the artist. Great 
artistic talent, on Kant’s model, is thus a bit like poetic inspiration on Plato's. The artist 
can neither explain the origin of his or her ideas nor give a knowledgeable account of why 
his or her masterpiece takes the precise form that it does. 

In tying artistic creation to genius, to some extent Kant sides with the empiricists. 
But Kant does not believe that unbridled genius is itself artistically desirable. If the 
ideas of the genius are not subjected to controlled forms, there is danger that the artistic 
product will be unintelligible to the artist's audience. Thus, Kant insists that raste must 
govern genius if works of art are to remain purposive. (Taste is the faculty of judging 
that a thing is beautiful.) Thus, in order for a genius to create artworks of value, the ge- 
nius must examine and shape his productions from a critical posture. 

Kant concludes his account of the beautiful with the suggestion that to us beauty 
symbolizes morality. By stimulating the free play of our faculties of imagination and 
understanding, beauty naturally reminds us of another situation in which we are free: 
our legislation of the moral law as free and rational agents. In the case of the moral law, 
another mental faculty, that of reason freely determines the morally ideal. And insofar 
as we behave in accordance with this moral ideal, we are free from determination by in- 
clination, We are not constrained by the moral law; we are constrained by inclinations 
that naturally overtake us. When we resist natural inclinations and guide our lives only 
by our own rational faculties, we are truly free. Our sense of freedom in aesthetic expe- 
rience naturally reminds us of our moral freedom; and in Kant’s own view, this is 
beauty’s highest accomplishment. 


+ How does Kant establish the validity of aesthetic judgments 
on an intersubjective basis? In what sense are aesthetic 
judgments universal? 

+ How is aesthetic appreciation supposed to be disinterested? 
Do you think that this is a necessary condition to appreciate 
an artwork’s beauty? 

+ What does Kant mean by “purposiveness without a pur- 
pose”? Does this feature apply to all objects of beauty? 


E. AFTER KANT: ART, SOCIETY, 
AND SELF-AWARENESS 


Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805), who was influenced strongly by Kantian aesthetics, 
further developed the idea that beauty symbolizes morality. Schiller, in his Letters on 
the Aesthetic Education of Man, argued against the view of some of his contemporaries 
that concern for beauty is a distraction from the more serious, political concerns of life. 
To the contrary, Schiller contends, beauty first makes us capable of becoming good 
citizens. 

In early life, Schiller argues, we conceive of the external world as an adversary that 
we must force to give us what we want. But when we begin to experience beauty, we 
learn that our interests and the external world can coincide harmoniously. This experi- 
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ence provides our first step toward personal and political maturity. For only when we 
have come to believe that the external world sometimes will cooperate with us are we 
willing to cooperate with the external world. 

Beauty intimates to us the possibility of social harmony, for it allows us to conceive 
of peaceful coexistence with others that does not involve constraint on anyone’s part. 
Schiller believes that this intuition of a world of cooperation and mutual freedom 
among ourselves and others is indispensable for any lasting political solution to the ten- 
sions among human beings. Thus, Schiller believes that it is our political responsibility 
to make beauty central in the education of our young. 

Much later in the nineteenth century, Count Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy (1828— 
1910) similarly argued that the value of art lay in its social/political function. But the 
function that Tolstoy had in mind was quite different from that of Schiller. Art serves its 
purpose, in Tolstoy’s view, when art sincerely communicates emotion and thereby pro- 
motes feelings of community among people. Tolstoy, however, believed that most of 
the art of his culture did not serve its proper function. The art of the socially elite aimed 
only to give pleasure to its audience. By contrast, the art of the common people had 
the appropriate aim of sincere communication of feeling. Thus, Tolstoy’s theory of 
art’s purpose was not simply idealistic, but also quite critical of contemporary artistic 
practice. 


1. G. W. F. Hegel 


Nineteenth-century aesthetics did not, however, focus exclusively on the social/political 
function that art might serve. Rather, the most powerful theories of beauty emphasized 
the capacity of art to make human beings understand themselves. Foremost among such 
theorists was G. W. F. Hegel. Although Hegel did not believe that self-consciousness is 
a purely personal matter, he did believe that art is a vehicle that human beings have em- 
ployed to become conscious of a shared spirit. Art, as Hegel understood it, is born of an 
attempt by human beings to humanize the materials that they find around them. In give 
creative form to such materials, they make them less alien from themselves. Moreover, 
because the forms that human beings use to give shape to these materials stem from the 
human mind, artworks embody the ideas of the mind in an external form. In this way art 
makes the ideas of the mind present to those who make it. Observing art, human beings 
can come to know themselves. 

Artworks are under obligation to a sensuous medium. Yet ultimately they are ad- 
dressed, not to the senses, but to the mind. So art’s primary function is a spiritual one. 
However, because art involves a sensuous medium, tensions can exist between the 
medium and the spiritual idea that shapes it. For Hegel, the human spirit is always his- 
torically located, and its expressions reveal their historical context. Art, as an expression 
of the human spirit, has a history. Some of the developments of that history can be un- 
derstood in terms of gradual human progress in learning to shape the materials of the 
world in accordance with the mind. Hegel describes three basic stages in art’s develop- 
ment, which he distinguishes on the basis of their artworks’ physical form to adequately 
embody the ideal spiritual content behind it. 
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FROM THE PHILOSOPHY OF FINE ART 
By G. W. F. HEGEL? 


We have here to consider three relations of the Idea to its external process of 
configuration. 

(a) First, the origin of artistic creation proceeds from the Idea when, being itself 
still involved in defective definition and obscurity, or in vicious and untrue determi- 
nacy, it becomes embodied in the shapes of art. As indeterminate, it does not as yet 
possess in itself that individuality which the Ideal demands. Its abstract character 
and onesidedness leaves its objective presentment still defective and contingent. 
Consequently this first type of art is rather a mere search after plastic configuration 
than a power of genuine representation. 

eee 

(b) In the second type of art, which we propose to call “Classical,” the twofold 
defect of symbolic art is annulled. Now the symbolic configuration is imperfect, be- 
cause, first, the Idea here only enters into consciousness in abstract determinacy or 
indeterminateness: and, secondly, by reason of the fact that the coalescence of im- 
port with embodiment can only throughout remain defective, and in its turn also 
wholly abstract. The classical art-type solves both these difficulties. It is, in fact, the 
free and adequate embodiment of the Idea in the shape which, according to its no- 
tional concept, is uniquely appropriate to the Idea itself. . . . Such a configuration, 
which the Idea essentially possesses as spiritual, and indeed as individually deter- 
minate spiritually, when it must perforce appear as a temporal phenomenon, is the 
human form. Personification and anthropomorphism have frequently been abused 
as a degradation of the spiritual. But art, in so far as its function is to bring to vision 
the spiritual in sensuous guise, must advance to such anthropomorphism, inasmuch 
as Spirit is only adequately presented to perception in its bodily presence. 

oe 

(c) The romantic type of art annuls the completed union of the Idea and its real- 
ity, and occurs, if on a higher plane, to the difference and opposition of both sides, 
which remained unovercome in symbolic art. The classical type of art no doubt at- 
tained the highest excellence of which the sensuous embodiment of art is capable. 
The defect, such as it is, is due to the defect which obtains in art itself throughout, 
the limitations of its entire province, that is to say. The limitation consists in this, 
that art in general and, agreeably to its fundamental idea, accepts for its object 
Spirit, the notion of which is infinite concrete universality, under the guise of sensu- 
ously concrete forni. In the classical type it sets up the perfected coalescence of 
Spiritual and sensuous existence as adequate conformation of both. As a matter of 
fact, however, in this fusion mind itself is not represented agreeably to its true no- 
tional concept. 


eee 


1G. W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art. trans. B. Bosanquet, London: Routledge and Kegan-Paul, 1905 
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| To escape from such a condition the romantic type of art once more cancels that 
inseparable unity of the classical type, by securing a content which passes beyond 
the classical stage and its mode of expression. . . . [I]n 

L Art ] must deliver this third stage the object of art consists in the free and 
$ y concrete presence of spiritual activity, whose vocation 
itself to the inward it is to appear as such a presence or activity for the in- 


life, which coa- ner world of conscious intelligence., In consonance 
lesces with its with such an object art cannot merely work for sensu- 
y ? ous perception. It must deliver itself to the inward life, 
obj ect sump ly as which coalesces with its object simply as though this 
though this were were none other than itself, in other words, to the inti- 
none other than macy of soul, to the heart, the emotional life, which as 


the medium of Spirit itself essentially strives after free- 


itself, in other dom, and seeks and possesses its reconciliation only in 


words, to the the inner chamber of spirit. It is this inward or ideal 

intimacy of sou L world which constitutes the content of the romantic 
sphere. 

to the heart, the i mai 

emotional life. This we may take to be in general terms the charac- 


ter of the symbolic, classical, and romantic types of art, 
which in fact constitute the three relations of the Idea to its embodiment in the 
realm of human art. They consist in the aspiration after the attainment and transcen- 
dency of the Ideal, viewed as the true concrete notion of beauty. 


In the Romantic stage of art’s development, Hegel concludes, the ideal content is too 
completely spiritualized to be fully embodied by any physical form whatsoever. Thus, 
the significant spiritual concerns of the Romantic age eventually turn away from art as a 
primary vehicle of expression. Hegel concludes, 


FROM INTRODUCTION TO AESTHETICS 
BY G. W. F. HEGEL’ 


[I]t certainly is the case that Art is no longer able to discover the satisfaction 

of spiritual wants, which previous epochs and nations have sought for in it and ex- 
clusively found in it, a satisfaction which, at least on the religious side, was associ- 
ated with art in the most intimate way. The fair days of Greek art, as also the golden 
time of the later middle ages, are over... . [A]rt is and remains for us, on the side of 
its highest possibilities, a thing of the past. 


Reflective thought, in Hegel’s view, has replaced art as the vehicle for humanity’s most 
significant spiritual contents and as the means by which humanity comes to know itself. 


8G. W. F. Hegel, Introduction to Aesthetics, trans. B. Bosanquet, London: Routledge and Kegan-Paul, 1905. 
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Although art remains a source of enjoyment to modern human beings, it is no longer 
central to the pursuit of their central spiritual concerns. 


+ Does beauty symbolize morality? Can you think of any other 
similarities between morality and aesthetics? 

+ How can beauty make us better citizens or how can it serve 
a political function? Can you think of how art builds politi- 
cal or social solidarity in contemporary society? 

+ Do you agree that art reveals our own understanding of our- 
selves? Give some examples. 


2. Arthur Schopenhauer 


Arthur Schopenhauer (1788—1860) does not share Hegel’s sense of “the end of art.” 
Schopenhauer, like Hegel, sees art as a medium through which human beings can gain 
insight into themselves. But Schopenhauer considers this self-awareness to be a private 
experience that any individual, at any historical period, might have, and of no less value 
now than for the ancients. 

Schopenhauer’s theory of art is bound intimately to his metaphysical theory. Ac- 
cepting Kant’s distinction between the noumenal and the phenomenal world, Scho- 
penhauer is unwilling to accept Kant’s view that we cannot come to know the noumenal 
reality behind phenomena. On the contrary, Schopenhauer argues, we know the noume- 
nal world directly. The fundamental, noumenal reality is a turbulent, chaotic Will; and 
we directly experience this Will in our individual wills. 

This fate may seem happier than that proposed by Kant when he denies us any 
knowledge of the thing-in-itself. But for Schopenhauer, this is not a happy fate at all. 
The Will, the ultimate reality, is a turbulent cauldron of struggle within itself. The phe- 
nomenal world, which is the Will’s manifestation, is accordingly a vale of struggle and 
turbulence. The various phenomena struggle among themselves, and even a single be- 
ing’s individual will struggles within itself. Desire, which each of us experiences as the 
basic manifestation of our nature, is our immediate experience of the dissatisfaction and 
the internal tension of the will. 

From the standpoint of our ordinary outlook on things, we are unaware of our true 
situation as regards our desires. We believe that we will be content once we gain what 
we want, although all of our experience shows us differently. And we do not consider 
those who obstruct us as being in the same position that we are, motivated by blind de- 
sire and incapable of doing otherwise. However, occasionally ethical insight indicates 
the fallacy of this usual way of thinking. When ethical insight overtakes us, we recog- 
nize that we are all in the same situation and that we cannot violate another being’s will 
without violating ourselves. Schopenhauer interprets this kind of insight as a recogni- 
tion that we are all one thing, namely, the Will. However, most of us do not change our 
lives as a result of such insight, but instead continue blindly through our lives, swinging 
like a pendulum between desire and (when we occasionally are satisfied) boredom. 

The only way out of such misery is to renounce desire. Schopenhauer, one of 
the first Germans to become interested in Buddhism, adopted the Buddhist beliefs that 
desire causes suffering and that suffering ceases only with cessation of desire. Schopen- 
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hauer realized that the ascetic life that he proposed as the means to this end would not 
attract many of his readers. Indeed, if one considers his biography, it seems not to have 
greatly attracted Schopenhauer himself. 

What did attract Schopenhauer was beauty. He believed that for himself and for most 
others, beauty alone provides a respite from what he calls “the penal servitude of will- 
ing.” In the aesthetic experience we comport ourselves without motive or desire toward 
the object that we contemplate. We cease to be our ordinary willing selves and become 
instead “pure will-less subjects of knowledge.” What we come to know in experience of 
the beautiful is the universal essence of the thing that we behold. Schopenhauer believes 
that we contemplate the Platonic Form of the beautiful thing, although he interprets the 
Forms as various hierarchical levels through which the Will manifests itself. When we 
contemplate aesthetically, both the beholder and the object become universal. The be- 
holder ceases to be his or her private self with personal, willful motives, and the object 
beheld becomes its universal essence. In aesthetic experience we leave willing behind. 

In the case of art, as in the case of beautiful nature, the observer contemplates the eter- 
nal Forms behind phenomena. The aim of art is to communicate knowledge of the Forms. 
Artistic talent, or genius, is an unusually developed ability to contemplate the universal 
in phenomena. Because the talented artist has this ability, he or she is able to present ob- 
jects of the world in a manner that makes the universal present to the audience. (The ex- 
ception to this rule is music. Music does not represent phenomenal things in a universal 
light. Instead it portrays the movements of the will directly. Music, alone among the arts, 
bypasses the Platonic Forms and portrays the deeper reality that Schopenhauer believes 
is behind them.) 

In the case both of beautiful art and beautiful nature, we expand our awareness of our 
own nature. Schopenhauer believes that the Platonic Forms are more real than the phe- 
nomenal things of our world; he thinks that our ordinary sense of ourselves as private, 
separate individualities is illusory. The Platonic Forms are themselves aspects of the 
Will. Thus, to the extent that aesthetic experience illuminates them, it illuminates our 
fundamental nature, which is the Will itself. Schopenhauer suggests that aesthetic expe- 
rience is akin to ethical insight, and that frequent aesthetic experience is potentially 
good for our ethical orientation. Unfortunately, however, any insight we might gain 
from aesthetic experience is, for most of us, transient. As soon as aesthetic contempla- 
tion is over, most of us are immediately back in the willful fray, 


¢ Schopenhauer argues that beauty offers a respite from “the 
penal servitude of willing.” Have you ever experienced the 
tranquility of beauty? Describe this experience. 


3. Friedrich Nietzsche 


Nietzsche believed that aesthetic experience not only gives us insight into our true 
nature but also that it justifies life. Nietzsche postulates two aesthetic principles, the 
Dionysian and the Apollonian. Each of these principles guides a particular kind of aes- 
thetic experience. Dionysian principle fashions art that is frenzied and chaotic; Dio- 
nysian experience communicates to the beholder a sense of our fundamental union with 
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the dynamic reality of life. Apollonian principle depicts phenomena through beautiful, 
idealizing images; Apollonian experience communicates to the beholder a sense that the 
things of the world are clearly delineated and orderly. The paradigmatic Dionysian art is 
music; the paradigmatic Apollonian art is sculpture. 

Thus, the Dionysian and the Apollonian principles each reveal something important 
about one’s nature as a human being. The Dionysian principle reminds the individual of 
his participation in the dynamic flux of life. The Apollonian principle reinforces the in- 
dividual’s usual sense that he or she, like everything else, is separate and self-contained. 
Although Nietzsche concurs with Schopenhauer that this perspective is ultimately an il- 
lusion, he believes that it is a necessary illusion. We must, Nietzsche believes, behave as 
independent agents and believe that the world is relatively stable in order to accomplish 
the practical tasks essential to our sustained existence. Thus, both Apollonian and 
Dionysian perspectives remind us of something important about ourselves in relation to 
the world. 

The Apollonian and Dionysian principles also remind us that life is worth living de- 
spite the suffering that it involves. Discussing the religion of the ancient Greeks, Niet- 
zsche observes that the pantheon of gods and goddesses was invented by the Greeks 
under the sway of the Apollonian principle, for the gods and goddesses amounted to 
beautiful, idealizing images for aspects of human life. The gods, Nietzsche contends, 
justified human life by living it. 

The Dionysian principle, too, had a role in the theodicy of the ancient Greeks. Nietz- 
sche believes that the ancient Greeks used tragedy to reconcile the Apollonian and Dio- 
nysian modes of self-understanding. The subject matter of tragedy was explicitly the 
suffering of an individual, the tragic hero. In identifying with the tragic hero, the audi- 
ence adopted the Apollonian perspective, which takes seriously the individual character 
of existence. Prior to the tragic catastrophe that befalls him, the tragic hero is preoccu- 
pied with individual pursuits. 

The tragic catastrophe reveals the inherent fragility of individual existence and indi- 
vidual pursuits. From the Apollonian standpoint, the tragic hero has lost virtually every- 
thing. The audience is reminded of an important aspect of individual life—that it is 
inherently vulnerable. 

At this point, however, the Dionysian principle reminds the audience that a human 
being’s individual character is not the only aspect of his being. For even when he has 
suffered terribly as an individual, the tragic hero comes to recognize that he is still a part 
of the larger flux of being. This was what happened when the tragic hero made peace 
with the larger world order, The larger, Dionysian flux is so powerful and enthralling 
that this recognition is deeply joyous and sustaining. h 

Thus, when the Apollonian illusion that life is orderly and safe for the individual is de- 
stroyed, the tragic hero experiences the Dionysian insight that life is wonderful and joyous 
anyway. The ultimate purpose of tragedy was a spiritual one. It recalled its audience to an 
understanding of both Apollonian and Dionysian aspects of their lives, and it revealed the 
Dionysian truth that suffering is no argument against life’s meaning. 

By positing two aesthetic principles, Nietzsche challenged the traditional assump- 
tion that art had a single aim. Nietzsche’s Apollonian principle embodied many tradi- 
tional values, such as the aspiration for beautiful form and the desirability of closure. 
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But his Dionysian principle made values of dynamism and chaos. Although the values 
of the Apollonian principle were compatible with disinterested contemplation, the 
Dionysian principle promoted interested participation. Nietzsche suggests with his du- 
ality that aesthetic experience can take more than one form, and that the various forms 
it can take might all be valuable to its audience’s understanding of itself and its world. 


+ How does Nietzsche's view of tragedy differ from Aris- 
totle’s? 


F. ART AND REALITY IN THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY 


The twentieth century has produced many additional challenges to traditional aesthetics 
both from artistic and theoretical corners. Artists of various media deliberately have 
shirked such time-honored aesthetic values as closure and organic unity. Visual artists 
no longer necessarily aspire toward representation, and a large percentage of modern 
composers resist traditional tonal harmony as an organizing feature of their works. 
Meanwhile, philosopher Arthur Danto agrees with Hegel that the “death of art” is upon 
us. Reflective thought, Danto contends, has become both the formative agent and the 
aim of most modern art. Art is no longer a definitively spiritual activity. 


FROM “APPROACHING THE END OF ART” 
BY ARTHUR C. DANTO? 


The idea that art should come to an end like this was advanced in . . . Hegel’s 
Vorlesungen uber die Aesthetik, which he delivered for the last time in 1828, three 
years before his death—a very long time ago indeed—and a great deal of art has 
been made since Hegel last held forth in Berlin, So there is a natural temptation to 
say, Well, Hegel was just wrong, and drop the matter there. Philosophers have said 
some crazy things about the real world. Aristotle insisted, for reasons I can only 
guess at, that women have fewer teeth than men, 
oe 
Hegel himself had a proof that as a matter of cosmic necessity there must be ex- 
actly seven planets, but Neptune was discovered in 1846 and Pluto in 1930, 
+.. 
I suppose the simplest way to connect the possible truth of Hegel’s judgment 
with the facts of art history since 1828 is to distinguish between something stop- 
| ping, and something coming to an end. Stopping is an external matter, in that some- 
thing is caused to stop when it could have continued. But coming to an end is an 


Arthur C. Danto, The State of the Art, New York: Prentice-Hall, 1987, pp. 209-18. 
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internal matter of pattern and consummation, when, as in a melody or a narrative, 
there is nothing else that can happen to cause the melody or narrative to go on... . 
We all understand this difference even if we are not prepared with a good theory of 
narrative closure that will explain the fact that there are stories that stop because 
they have reached the end. But in such cases, though the story has ended, life goes 
on: A lot happens when the prince and princess live happily ever after. 

+.» 

Hegel thought that art had come to an end in the narrative sense of ending, 
namely as an episode in a larger narrative in which art played a certain role. The 
story of art is the story of art’s role in the grand history of the spirit. There was art 
before and there will be art after, but the highest vocation of art was to advance 
some grander matter. 

oe 

[O]nce upon a time painting was certainly thought of as narrativistic, as the pro- 

gressive conquest of visual appearances. 
ooo 

The history of art as the discovery of perceptual equivalences did not come to an 
end with cinema, but the history of painting so far as it was regarded as the mimetic 
art par excellence came to an end. The goal of history could no longer be believed 
attainable by painters, and the torch had been handed on. 

oe 

In rethinking its identity, art had of course to rethink the meaning of its history. 
It could no longer assume that its history had to be the progressive endeavor it had 
seemed up to then to be. 

+.» 

As I see it, this means returning art to the serving of largely human ends. There 
is after all something finally satisfying in making likenesses, and it is not surprising 
that there should have been a great upsurge in realism. There is something finally 
satisfying in just moving paint around. Drawing pictures and playing with mud are 
very early manifestations of the impulses that become art. So it is not surprising 
that there should have been an upsurge in expressionism. 

eee 

It is no mean thing for art that it should now be an enhancement of human life. 
And it was in its capacity as such an enhancement that Hegel supposed that art 
would go on even after it had come to an end. 


+ What does Danto mean by the “death of art” ? In what sense 
is the history of art “finished”? 


Other twentieth-century challenges to the traditional conception of art have been 
radical reconsiderations of the tradition’s assessment of art’s relation to reality. José 
Ortega y Gasset attributes the unpopularity of the twentieth century to its predominant 
concern to “dehumanize” art. Ortega y Gasset sees this aspiration as a radical abandon- 
ment of the idea that art should illuminate reality. Art, in his view, inspires sentiments 
unrelated to those of everyday reality, and dehumanized art exists only for its own sake. 
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FROM THE DEHUMANIZATION OF ART 
BY JOSE ORTEGA Y GASSET" 


Far from going more or less clumsily toward reality, the artist is seen going against 
it. He is brazenly set on deforming reality, shattering its human aspect, dehumaniz- 
ing it. With the things represented on traditional paint- 
The artist has ings we could have imaginary intercourse. Many a 
young Englishman has fallen in love with Gioconda. 
blown ue the With the objects of modern pictures no intercourse is 


br idg es and possible. By divesting them of their aspect of “lived” 
burned the ships reality the artist has blown up the bridges and burned 
that could have the ships that could have taken us back to our daily 
world. He leaves us locked up in an abstruse universe, 
taken us back to surrounded by objects with which human dealings are 
our daily world. inconceivable. . . . Not that this life lacks sentiments 


and passions, but those sentiments and passions evi- 
dently belong to a flora other than that which covers the hills and dales of primary 
and human life. What those ultra-objects evoke in our inner artist are secondary 
passions, specifically aesthetic sentiments. 


+ How can art dehumanize? Can you think of any examples? 


John Dewey, by contrast, argues that art’s distance from reality in the twentieth cen- 
tury is an illusion, largely created by our tendency to insist on a radical dichotomy be- 
tween the aesthetic and the rest of our lives. If most of the twentieth-century art 
audience does not discover illumination of the everyday in art, this is because they fail 
to recognize the germ of the aesthetic in the everyday. 

In everyday experience we encounter tensions that aim at equilibrium and their ulti- 
mate resolutions. The basic rhythm of organic existence results from an organism’s 
falling out of step with its environment and the restoration of equilibrium between the 
two. Art is thus built on the same pattern as the necessary rhythm of organic life. Our 
natural delight in artistic resolution of tensions is rooted in the satisfaction we feel when 
our own being, after being in tension with the environment, has reached a new and more 
highly developed state of adjustment than it has ever attained. This fundamentally bio- 
logical satisfaction, according to Dewey, is itself a kind of aesthetic delight. 

Dewey contends that the kind of significance we give to meaningful experiences in 
our lives also is an aesthetic significance. When we describe a situation in our past as 
“an experience,” we are describing it as something unified. The tensions involved in the 
situation have run their course to completion and, as a result, the experience exhibits a 
kind of closure. As we recall “an experience” of this sort, we sense that the elements 

that compose it are integrated by a kind of pervasive emotion that Dewey describes as 
an “aesthetic quality.” An aesthetic quality is a particular, unrepeatable feeling that we 


\José Ortega y Gasset, The Dehumanization of Art and Other Essays. Copyright © 1948 by Princeton Uni- 
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associate with the experience as a whole. Thus, the traditional aesthetic principles of 
closure and organic unity characterize the experiences that we designate as particularly 
significant in our lives. 

As Dewey sees it, experiences of this sort are the primary unit of life. When we con- 
sider what makes our lives meaningful and significant, such experiences come to mind. 
We find an experience that we designate “an experience” intrinsically satisfying, even if 
the contents of the experience were less than comfortable at the time. 

Observing the kinship between the experiences of life that are most meaningful to us 
and aesthetic experiences we have in connection with art, Dewey argues that aesthetic 
experience presents a challenge to philosophy. Our aim throughout life—the aim that 
philosophy desirably helps us reach—is to reconstruct our everyday experiences so that 
they become more determinate, harmonious, and meaningful. Art develops and accen- 
tuates what is characteristically valuable in the everyday. Art presents tensions that 
build to a culmination and resolution; aesthetic qualities that unify the effect of an art- 
work’s materials dominate our experience of art. Therefore, if philosophy is to illumi- 
nate experience in general, it should examine art—which reveals experience in its 
integrity. 


FROM ART AS EXPERIENCE 
BY JOHN DEWEY '!! 


THE CHALLENGE TO PHILOSOPHY 


Esthetic experience is imaginative. This fact, in connection with a false idea of the 
nature of imagination, has obscured the larger fact that all conscious experience has 
of necessity some degree of imaginative quality. For while the roots of every expe- 
rience are found in the interaction of a live creature with its environment, that expe- 
rience becomes conscious, a matter of perception, only when meanings enter it that 
are derived from prior experiences. Imagination is the only gateway through which 
these meanings can find their way into a present interaction; or rather, as we have 
just seen, the conscious adjustment of the new and the old is imagination. Interac- 
tion of a living being with an environment is found in vegetative and animal life. 
But the experience enacted is human and conscious only as that which is given here 
and now is extended by meanings and values drawn from what is absent in fact and 
present only imaginatively.!? f 
There is always a gap between the here and now of direct interaction and the 
past interactions whose funded result constitutes the meanings with which we grasp 
and understand what is now occurring. Because of this gap, all conscious percep- 
tion involves a risk; it is a venture into the unknown, for as it assimilates the present 


1From Art as Experience, by John Dewey. Copyright © 1934 by John Dewey, renewed 1973 by The John 
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tem of meanings as they are embodied in the workings of organic life... . Mind 


'2Mind denotes a whole syst 
a series of flashes of different intensities.” 


is a constant luminosity; consciousness is intermittent, 
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to the past it also brings about some reconstruction of that past. When past and 
present fit exactly into one another, when there is only recurrence, complete unifor- 
mity, the resulting experience is routine and mechanical; it does not come to con- 
sciousness in perception. The inertia of habit overrides adaptation of the meaning of 
the here and now with that of experiences, without which there is no consciousness, 
the imaginative phase of experience. 

Mind, that is the body of organized meanings by means of which events of the 
present have significance for us, does not always enter into the activities and under- 
goings that are going on here and now. Sometimes it is baffled and arrested. Then 
the stream of meanings aroused into activity by the present contact remain aloof. 
Then it forms the matter of reverie, of dream; ideas are floating, not anchored to 
any existence as its property, its possession of meanings. Emotions that are equally 
loose and floating cling to these ideas. The pleasure they afford is the reason why 
they are entertained and are allowed to occupy the scene; they are attached to exis- 
tence only in a way that, as long as sanity abides, is felt to be only fanciful and 
unreal. 

In every work of art, however, these meanings are actually embodied in a mate- 
rial which thereby becomes the medium for their expression. This fact constitutes 
the peculiarity of all experience that is definitely esthetic. Its imaginative quality 
dominates, because meanings and values that are wider and deeper than the particu- 
lar here and now in which they are anchored are realized by way of expressions al- 
though not by way of an object that is physically efficacious in relation to other 
objects. Not even a useful object is produced except by the intervention of imagina- 
tion. Some existent material was perceived in the light of relations and possibilities 
not hitherto realized when the steam engine was invented. But when the imagined 
possibilities were embodied in a new assemblage of natural materials, the steam en- 
gine took its place in nature as an object that has the same physical effects as those 
belonging to any other physical object. Steam did the physical work and produced 
the consequences that attend any expanding gas under definite physical conditions. 
The sole difference is that the conditions under which it Operates have been 
arranged by human contrivance. 

The work of art, however, unlike the machine, is not 
The work of art... .| only the outcome of imagination, but operates imagina- 
is to concentrate tively rather than in the realm of physical existences. 
What it does is to concentrate and enlarge an immedi- 
and enlarge an ate experience. The formed matter of esthetic experi- 
immediate ence directly expresses, in other words, the meanings 
expe rience. that are imaginatively evoked; it does not, like the ma- 

terial brought into new relations in a machine, merely 
provide means by which purposes over and beyond the existence of the object may 
be executed. And yet the meanings imaginatively summoned, assembled, and inte- 
grated are embodied in material existence that here and now interacts with the self. 
The work of art is thus a challenge to the performance of a like act of evocation and 
organization, through imagination, on the part of the one who experiences it. It is 
not just a stimulus to and means of an overt course of action. 
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è Jn what ways is Dewey's view of art Aristotelian? How is 
aesthetic experience integrated into your everyday life? 


G. THE OTHER HALF OF THE PICTURE: 
FEMINIST AESTHETICS 


Feminists have argued, in aesthetics as in other branches of philosophy, that there are 
considerable differences between the way men and women experience art, and so too, 
considerable differences between male and female artists. So, too, as we all know, there 
are important and interesting cultural differences in conceptions of art and beauty. In the 
following section, Marilyn French discusses feminist aesthetics. 


FROM “IS THERE A FEMINIST AESTHETIC?” 
BY MARILYN FRENCH 


It is questionable whether the terms and issues of traditional aesthetics are applica- 
ble to feminist art. Some critics claim traditional aesthetic principles are universal, 
and that art is “above” sex, or at least, that sex is irrelevant to it. There is an art 
which is specifically feminist: that much is clear. Some, by virtue of its feminism, 
would deny it the title art, arguing that its political interest violates aesthetic stan- 
dards. An aesthetic like Susanne Langer’s, which defines what art creates and is in- 
deed universal, fits feminist art as well as any other (Langer 1953). But most 
aesthetics are more prescriptive, and therefore more political: feminism has taught 
us that all critical approaches imply political standards, however tacitly. Before we 
can evaluate feminist art by any aesthetic principles, we need a definition of the art. 
In what follows, I will discuss the characteristics of feminist art as I understand 
them. For the sake of brevity, I will limit myself to the art I know best, literature, 
but the principles have parallels in the other arts. 

The clearest proof of the existence of a feminist aesthetics is the distaste or rage 
feminists feel on encountering works that violate it. Sometimes a negative response 
seems to refer to subject matter—for example, I loathe lingering loving descriptions 
of mutilations of female bodies; yet when a writer like Andrea Dworkin treats such 
a theme, I feel it to be not offensive, but only unpleasant—it falls within the bound- 
aries of “taste.” So it is less subject-matter (content) than treatment (style) that is at 
issue. ... Perhaps all a prescriptive aesthetic can be is a set of principles describing 
a particular style, a taste. 

There are two fundamental, related principles that mark a work of art as 
feminist: (1) It approaches reality from a feminist perspective; and (2) it endorses 


'3Marilyn French, “Is There a Feminist Aesthetic?” in Hypatia 5, No. 2 (Summer 1990). Copyright © 1990 by 
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female experience. Each principle has several ramifications, so is more complicated 
than it sounds. 

In a work with a feminist perspective, the narrational point of view, the point of 
view lying behind the characters and events, penetrates, demystifies, or challenges 
patriarchal ideologies. So much has been written about patriarchy in the last two 
decades that one tends to assume readers understand the term; yet I have met highly 
educated people who do not understand the feminist use of the term, so T'I] explain 
it briefly. Patriarchy is a way of thinking, a set of assumptions that has been trans- 
lated into various structures or ideologies. The assumptions are, first: males are su- 
perior to females. Their superiority may be granted by a deity or by nature, but it is 
absolute in conferring on men authority over women. Second: males have individ- 
ual destinies; they are promised domination, a surrogate godhead, transcendence 
over the natural world through power in heroism, sainthood, or some form of tran- 
scendent paternity—founding a dynasty, an institution, a religion, or a state, or cre- 
ating an enduring work of art or technology. Third: the form taken by patriarchy is 
hierarchy, a structure designed to maintain and transmit power from spiritual father 
to spiritual son. This form absolutely excludes females unless they “make them- 
selves male” (the requirement Jesus places on women entering “the Life” in the 
gnostic Gospel of Thomas) (1977). Women control biological transmission, the 
ability to bring forth young passed from mother to daughter. Having this power, 
they must be excluded from institutional power—which was modeled on the bio- 
logical sort—if they are not to overwhelm men. Females have only a “natural” des- 
tiny: interchangeable parts of nature’s cycles, they are maids (in both senses), who 
become mothers, and finally widows (or hags), in which avatar they are expendable. 

Finally, domination is divine, so to pursue it is noble, heroic, glorious. The mate- 
rial to be dominated is, essentially, nature—all women: the body and emotions; 
“bestial” men; and natural processes, the flux and transitoriness of time, material 
decay, life itself. Patriarchal works focus on individual males who pursue glory; 
lonely, self-made and self-defeating, men are isolated from community and exiled 
forever from the “female” fate of happiness. 

Since almost all modern worlds are patriarchal, feminist literature necessarily 
depicts patriarchy, But it does not underwrite its standards. Feminist literature may 
show patriarchal attitudes destroying a character or a world, but the narrative does 
not approve the destruction. When, in The Faerie Queene, Guyon destroys the lus- 
cious female world called The Bower of Bliss, Spenser, who has used his highest 
imaginative skills to create the Bower, judiciously approves its ruin, This is true 
also of Vergil in The Aeneid. The poet sighs about the tears of things (lacrimae re- 
rum), regretting that beauty and feeling (Dido and sexual love for instance) are de- 
stroyed in the pursuit of glory, yet approves Aeneas’s desertion of Dido, and his 
slaughter of those who oppose his domination. Aeneas’s destiny is to found Rome; 
it overrides humanitarian or emotional concerns. Clearly, despite their feelings, 
both poets uphold patriarchy. 

It is less clear where Tolstoy stands in Anna Karenina, or Austen in Pride 
and Prejudice. Both authors accept the patriarchal societies in which they live. 

Yet the pity Tolstoy lavishes on Anna, and the acute irony with which Austen pricks 
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upper-class pretention and the unctuous ambition of the middle-classes, subvert 
patriarchal standards. This sympathy is not in the eye of the reader; it is built-in. 
Tolstoy’s novel induces readers to feel the world lessened by Anna’s death, rather 
than to feel that it was necessary, like Dido’s, to a greater purpose. Austen’s hero- 
ines maintain self-respect and integrity (wholeness) even as they triumph within a 
patriarchal structure. Many works of the past three centuries stretch patriarchal 
standards in this way; they are not feminist, but do not wholly support patriarchy 


either. 


Feminist art 
focuses on people 
as wholes; the 
human is made 
up of body and 
emotion as well 
as mind and spirit; 
she is also part 
of a community, 
connected to oth- 
ers; and—on the 
broadest level — 
to nature in both 
positive and 
negative aspects. 


tenacious. 


The feminist perspective is partly a reversal of patriarchal views. Feminism 
sees women as at least equal to men, humanly if not politically or economically; 


it considers transcendence illusory or factitious and 
pursuit of power a fatally doomed enterprise, since 
it cannot ever be satisfied, and usually or always 
involves the destruction of vital qualities and even 
life itself. Domination is not divine but lethal to 
dominator and dominated. It harms the dominator 
by cutting him off from trust and mutuality, the 
foundations of friendship and love, the two primary 
values; it harms the dominated by forcing them into 
dependency, which precludes truth in relationships. 
Domination creates false forms of friendship (so- 
ciety) and love (conventional marriage) which mask 
power relations. And feminist art focuses on people 
as wholes; the human is made up of body and emo- 
tion as well as mind and spirit; she is also part of 
a community, connected to others; and—on the broad- 
est level—to nature in both positive and negative 
aspects. 

The second principle is equally complicated. 
To endorse women’s experience, feminist art must 
present it honestly, wholly. This is difficult because 
literature, like all art, is made up of conventions 


which are particularly marked in the area of gender. Just as it would be startling 
to observe a painting of a male nude reclining seductively à la Maja, or Olympe, 
or of a clothed female Picasso contemplating a naked male with emphatic geni- 
tals, literary shifts in presentation of gender startle, distracting attention from 
what is being shown to the fact that it is shown. A work’s political impact 
obliterates its other features. This means that either considerable time—decades 
or even centuries—must elapse before readers can concentrate on what is being 
shown, or the work will be forgotten without this ever happening. And conven- 
tions governing female characters in literature are extraordinarily powerful and 


One convention holds women’s work trivial, insignificant, uninteresting. Indeed, 
even men’s work was considered an inappropriate subject for literature until re- 
cently. Yet work fills our lives; domestic work is most women’s entire life and takes 
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up considerable time even for women who also work outside the home. What such 
work means to one’s sense of self, of the larger world; how it affects a woman’s re- 
lation to her children, mates, lovers, friends; its pleasures, pains, the personal and 
political consequences of endless work for which one is not paid: these experiences 
remain relatively unexplored because of convention. 

Conventionally, women’s stories had happy endings, usually marriage to a prince 
and living happily ever after—unless the heroine is guilty of a sexual transgression, 
in which case she is required to die. This convention has stretched to allow sexual 
women to survive, but readers still complain when a “good” woman does not live 
happily ever after. The assumption behind this convention seems to be that the world 
is ruled by a male bar of justice. All female characters come up before this bar, and 
males being just, grant the good ones happiness—a female, not a male condition 
(male heroes almost never live happily ever after). It the author does not grant a vir- 
tuous female character eternal felicity, either she doesn’t deserve it or the male bar is 
not just. Since in a patriarchal world the latter is unthinkable, her virtue must be de- 
ceptive. So male critics pore over Shakespeare’s Cordelia searching for the hidden 
flaw that explains her fate and alter Edith Wharton’s perception of her heroines (who 
are flawed), making them responsible for their own unhappiness. 

If the definition of a “good” woman no longer involves chastity, heroines are still 
required to be sweet, vulnerable, likeable. Readers do not expect sweetness or hon- 
esty of male protagonists: they don’t even have to be likeable: consider the heroes 
of Under the Volcano, Notes from Underground, Look Back in Anger. Authoritative, 
angry, rebellious heroines make most readers impatient; they tend to blame the 
character for not finding a way to be happy. I think about Andrea Dworkin’s Jee and 
Fire, which could not at first find an American publisher, or my own The Bleeding 
Heart, which female and male reviewers (if not readers) uniformly condemned. Ac- 
tual women, we ourselves, may walk around in a constant state of rage and yet re- 
ject heroines like us. The most lethal combination is authority and sexuality; it is 
almost impossible to depict a woman with both except as a villain. 

eee 

These principles may sound limiting, as if feminist work could deal only and al- 
ways with the middle ground, the mundane, the probable, eschewing flights of 
fancy, excessive characters, extremes of good and evil. This is not at all the case, al- 
though precisely that middle ground needs examination. Consider that for the 
2500+ years of its existence, Western philosophy has looked at life strictly from a 
male perspective, and strictly as if men were constituted only of intellect, ambition, 
and political concern; as if they never had to deal with upset stomachs, irritation at 
their children, emotional dependency, hunger, or distress at growing bald. As Niet- 
zsche pointed out, philosophy has ignored and dismissed the life of the body and 
the emotions, and—I would add—social involvement with women and children. It 
has been able to show men transcending only by pretending that the mundane does 

not exist and that other people do not matter. 


o How does French define “feminist” aesthetics? Does her 
definition clarify what makes a work of art “feminist”? 
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The category of “art” is in fact a relatively recent European invention. Cultures have 
been producing art for many thousands of years, of course, from the cave paintings in 
Lascaux, France, to the rich productions of sculptures, paintings, weavings, and utensils 
in virtually every one of the world’s cultures, whether urban and aesthetically sophisti- 
cated or a peasant culture in which aesthetics must serve daily necessity. But the idea of 
art as a separate and particularly precious realm, the “art for art’s sake” of the late nine- 
teenth century, is relatively rare. In most societies, art serves the purpose of religion, or 
social ritual and identification, or practical utility. Art is also expression—of emotion, 
of desire, of interpersonal as well as personal needs. Perhaps most universal, however, 
is the role of art in play, as our imaginative and joyful attempt to recreate our world. In 
the following sections, Mara Miller talks about gender equality in Japanese art and 
Isidore Okpewho discusses the role of play and spirituality in African art. 


ON JAPANESE EROTIC ART 
BY MARA MILLER" 


The Japanese Self differs from the Western paradigm in two critical respects: it is 
constructed intersubjectively, rather than by opposition to an objectified Other, and 
it is equally feminine and masculine: it does not privilege the male position. The 
arts not only bear witness to this distinctively Japanese Self, they also play an im- 
portant role in its constitution. 
eee 

The woodblock prints of the Ukiyo-e school of the Edo period (1600—1868) il- 
lustrate that the Japanese do have a strong tradition of individual Selfhood, that 
Selfhood and the Subject position are neither the exclusive privilege of men nor 
modeled on male experience, that this Selfhood is intersubjectively constituted and 
premised upon confidence in knowledge of the Other, and that art both illustrates 
and contributes to the construction of this Self. 

eee 

There are four ways in which Japanese artistic practices differ from the Western 
with regard to this paradigmatic correspondence between gender and status as Sub- 
ject or Object. First, men are depicted not only as Subjects, but as Objects. Second, 
women are depicted not only as Objects but, far more commonly, as Subjects. In 
addition, both are shown in intersubjective relation, that is, in the act of mutual 
acknowledgement of the Subjecthood of the Other (with simultaneous acknowl- 
edgement of their own Subjecthood). Finally, the female gaze is recognized and in- 
corporated; men are expected to be able to identify with a female Subject as well as 


“Mara Miller, “Desiring Women: The Aesthetics of Japanese Erotic Art.” in Aesthetics in Perspective, ed. 
Kathleen M. Higgins, Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace, 1996. Reprinted by permission of the author, 
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a male one and vice versa. This situation may reflect the realities, if not the statisti- 
cal norms, of real life; it certainly does not reflect the contemporary Confucianist 
ideology expounded by the government. 

The middle-class Ukiyo-e audiences craved images of the heroes of their new 
popular culture: actors of the Kabuki theater and bijin (literally “beautiful women”) 
and courtesans of the pleasure quarters. Although the stylization of these images is 
undeniable, so is a fascination with realism. From this realism emerges a type of 
portraiture distinctly different from that of the West, in that it is primarily interested 
neither in physical resemblance nor in the character of the person, but in those as- 
pects of the person which reveal what we might call the “intended” self, the self- 
fashioned self, the self as it has decided to reveal itself to others. 

Precursors of this understanding of the Self are found in the portraits of classical 
poets (male and female) dating from the Kamakura period on, like the portrait of 
the female poet Ono no Komachi (c. 850) . . . by the sixteenth-century Rimpa artist 
Sakai Hoitsu. The face is turned away from the viewer; it conveys no information of 
interest. Individuality resides in the set of the body and the costume—the elegance 
of the twelve-layer kimono is crucial—and in the words of the poet, written along- 
side the poet’s name in expressive calligraphy. Ukiyo-e portraits of contemporary 
actual people capitalize upon this tradition of indicating Selfhood as a combination 
of name, posture or deportment, costume, and one’s work. They understand the 
achieved Selfhood of such personages to be a complex comprised of individual 
identity (identifiable facial features, inscription of the actor’s or courtesan’s name, 
etc.), public persona (both as a function of social role—identifying insignia such as 
the actor’s family’s crest or the name of the courtesan’s house, that help to deter- 
mine for the viewer the social position—and as a set of choices made by the indi- 
vidual as to how to present herself or himself), and the person’s mood or intention 
at a particular moment. 

oe 

Superficially some prints of beautiful women or bijin seem to exemplify the 
woman-as-object model. . . . In such works the female body is presented as specta- 
cle, an ideal beauty without claims on or by the non-visual reality, a perfect 
scopophilic object, passively awaiting the male, and with gentle curves that invite 
completion by the viewer. 

eee 

Yet although among Japanese types of female beauty Harunobu’s girl is one of 
the most compliant and vulnerable, she is not deprived of indicators of autonomy, 
as a comparable Western fragile beauty would be. The autonomy of Harunobu’s in- 
nocents is indicated by their position—frequently standing, and often outside, in 
public space—meeting lovers or . . . visiting shrines. . . . The aesthetic choices in 
| their clothing and environments inform us of their tastes, education, abilities, and 
preferences. The gentle curves of the subtle kimono designs, each based on nature 
but alluding also to the season and to a wealth of literary references, suggest their 
temperaments. Books on the floor bespeak their literacy—which of course would 
include in this context familiarity with the classical novels, poetry and diaries writ- 
ten by women and men. 
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Nowhere does Nowhere does the difference between the Western 
the diffe erence Self and the Japanese Self emerge more clearly than in 
between the West- erotic art or Shunga (“Spring pictures”). This differ- 
ern Se if and the ence is that between the Subject constructed by a rela- 

tion (of dominance) to an Object and the Subject 
Japanese Self constructed intersubjectively, in relation to an Other 
emerge more conceived and encountered as a Subject. 

; In explicitly erotic prints women are not restricted 
clearly than in to the role of passive object of male desire. They quite 
erotic art or clearly appear as active desiring Subjects. Women are 
Shunga. sometimes shown in positions of submission, but more 


often stand and sit upright or lie with a man who is 
also lying down. Either the woman or the man may be on top; they may be inter- 
twined, with neither dominant. Poses characteristic of Western erotica—the woman 
lying on her back with her hands behind her head, fully exposed to the viewer, or 
lying with her head fallen back in abandon, as if her neck were broken—are not 
seen in Japan until after contact with the West. 

These women are not only active, and avoiding either extreme of dominance or 
submission, but they are desiring. They actively reach out for the man and fondle 
his genitals, they curl their toes with rapture. It is impossible to mistake their 
enjoyment. 

The disempowerment of the nude Western sex object is missing in the Japanese 
examples. Nudity is important in the Western context because it signals the permis- 
sion given the male viewer: deprived of social status, her nudity indicating not 
merely her agreement to the male gaze/fantasy/act but often a wantonness that 
makes her agreement beside the point, the woman is vulnerable. In Japan, on the 
other hand, the vulnerability of nudity is not only unnecessary but undesirable. 
(And nudity per se is not sexy in Japan; it was common in public bathing.) What is 
desirable in woman to a Japanese man is a Subject with whom to interact, not an 
Object on whom to project one’s own fantasy. Clothing—the choice and combina- 
tion of patterns, the colors, the references—is vital to the revelation of one’s 
Subjecthood. 

The encounter with the Other as full Subject is signaled by the mutual gaze into 
each other’s eyes. All of these prints show the couple looking at each other. In 
Shunga, it is not only the male who gazes at the female; the woman gazes back. Or 
rather, the Gaze (as it is called in representational theory) or the Look (as it is called 
in philosophy) is mutual—neither looks at an Object, but into another Subject, with 
a look that creates the other as Subject rather than diminishing her or him to the sta- 
tus of Object. 

eee 

Not only in Shunga but generally, Japanese representations differ from Western 
ones in facilitating the female gaze as well as the male gaze. The Gaze is not only 
erotic, 


oe 
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Women assume the right to gaze in other ways as well. They are frequently 
voyeurs in sexual scenes. They examine other women on the streets, especially in 
the work of Kiyonaga who is famous for his complex social situations. 


+ Is all traditional artwork patriarchal? Can you think of ex- 
amples? Can you think of examples that do not fit this defini- 
tion? 

+ What are the four ways in which Japanese artistic practices 
differ from Western? Do you agree? Can you find counter- 
examples? 

+ What is meant by the “play interest” of the artist? How is 
this to be contrasted with a religious emphasis placed on 
art? 


ON TRADITIONAL AFRICAN ART 
BY ISIDORE OKPEWHO!> 


Those who look for religion or worldview behind everything in traditional art have 
often ignored the basic play interest of the artist. Thus in nearly every study of tra- 
ditional African art, nothing whatsoever is said about the numerous pieces of phal- 
lic or erotic sculpture that can be found in many African villages which have a 
lively tradition of plastic art. Where mention is made of such pieces, there is usually 
an effort to connect them with rites of initiation or of fertility, which are happily 
treated as “religious.” Nor, in the countless anthologies with which the market of 
African folklore is glutted, do we find very much by way of ribald verse; yet ask 
any youth in a typical African village to recite you his favorite verses, and the 
chances are the majority of them have to do with sex. 

An even more illuminating fact is that, in some of the more popular African tales 
which have anything to do with traditional religion, the religious element is fre- 
quently superseded by the play interest of the narrator, especially in the fervid con- 
text of the open performance. A useful illustration of this interest is provided by 
The Mwindo Epic. . . . Mwindo’s pursuit of his errant father takes him mostly 
through the underworld regions, and the quest is obstructed by two hostile divini- 
ties, Muisa and Sheburungu; the latter of these, as the editors of the epic tell us, is 
“one of the epithets under which the supreme divinity of fire, Nyamurairi, is 
known.” These are not inconsequential figures of a vague pantheon, but deities ac- 
companied by the full appurtenances of worship. They are grouped along with other 
gods in the Nyanga cult system, and of them we are told: 


All these divinities, together with the ancestors, are known under the generic 
term bashumbu. Shrines are made and plantains are grown for them, women are 


15[sidore Okpewho, “The Principles of Traditional African Art,” in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criti- 
cism, Vol. 35.3, pp. 301-313, 1977. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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dedicated and married to them, sheep and hunting dogs are consecrated to them, 
prayers are said to them, and distinctive cultural paraphernalia for each of them 
are kept by their adepts. They manifest themselves in dreams and oracles and 
are responsible for good and evil in Nyanga life.” 


Thus among the Nyanga, at least, it would be considered preposterous for anyone 
(unless he was himself a divinity, and Mwindo is not a divinity) to be portrayed as 
contending against and overcoming the gods of the traditional pantheon. But 
Mwindo gets into a severe physical confrontation with Muisa. In the first round, 
Muisa levels Mwindo with his magic belt (karemba). Mwindo recovers, and with 
the aid of his own magic conga-scepter, smashes Muisa to the ground. With Shebu- 
rungu there is only a battle of wits—the wiki game. The god wins against Mwindo; 
but the hero, finding that ordinary human wits are of no use against a divinity, 
throws his magic conga-scepter into the bargain and wins. 

For a human character to fight and win against a divinity is, we must agree, con- 
trary to the spirit in which a society’s religious life is conducted. Even when 
Mwindo is translated into the sky by the lightning-god Nkuba and warned against 
further heroic excesses, the warning is unconnected with his fights and victories 
against Muisa and Sheburungu, particularly as Nkuba himself had helped Mwindo 
part of the way in those confrontations. Again, let us look closely at Nkuba’s con- 
duct in this connection. Early in the story he takes sides with the enemies of 
Mwindo, but the hero always wins. Then Nkuba turns and becomes an ally of the 
hero in his struggles with some of his other enemies including Muisa and Shebu- 
rungu. But the final confrontation with Nkuba comes when Mwindo kills a dragon 
which is sacred to Nkuba, and consequently incurs the anger of his erstwhile ally. 
Though the denouement of the story seems to portray the hero as an overreacher, it 
is evident that the case for this rests only on his offense against Nkuba, and does 
not at all include his earlier acts of ostensible “impi- 
ety.” The explanation offered by the editors, that “there 


In the live, bub- 
bling atmosphere 
wherein the 
Mwindo has been 
performed, what 
was normally a 
matter of serious 
concern for the 
community has 
become subject to 
the play instincts 
of the artist. 


was an excuse for the hero as long as he was the victim 
of his father’s unjust decisions and actions,” is inade- 
quate. Sheburungu, over whom the hero had earlier tri- 
umphed, is, as the same editors tell us, the supreme 
creator-god as well as god of fire; and there is really 
nothing in the tale or in the editorial notes that puts 
Nkuba in a superior position to Sheburungu in the 
Nyanga cult system. 

The implications are quite obvious, particularly if 
we take into consideration, as we should, the lively 
context of the heroic song. In the live, bubbling atmos- 
phere wherein the Mwindo has been performed, what 
was normally a matter of serious concern for the com- 
munity has become subject to the play instincts of the 
artist. We may not go so far as Lévi-Strauss in main- 
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taining that “myths operate in men’s minds without their being aware of the fact”; 
for those obtrusive “religious” details and strophic comments which punctuate the 
song argue a certain presence of mind. But it is quite clear that, in this mythopoeic 
context, both the bard and his audience have been drawn into an experience not al- 
together germane to the spirit of worship or ritual. The figures of the cult belief 
have been subjected to patterns of behavior which tend sometimes to detract from 
the awe in which they are traditionally held, especially in a tale like Mwindo whose 
dramatic resources are evidently as much comical as serious. An audience treated to 
such a song will in no way consider its pious instincts offended by the bard’s 
strange picture, particularly when they reflect that the human beings with whom the 
gods are fabled to be contending are not exactly like their next-door neighbors. 
True, in their theological beliefs they know that the gods are responsible for evil as 
well as good, and indeed the whimsical nature of the gods which is revealed by 
these songs may well mirror some of their convictions. But they are unaccustomed, 
in their sober theological thinking, to conceive of divinity in the peculiar dramatic 
circumstances in which the myth-maker puts it, and are well content to grant a 
heart-warming evening’s performance the benefit of its strange content and outlook. 
Clearly in such a situation, the artistic play-drive has got the better of the religious 
instinct. 

eee 

Religion and ritual are not unimportant in the evolution of African art. What is 
objectionable is the popular notion that religion is always the starting point. 

eee 

But the artist has a further level of realism for what has been called “the spirit- 
regarding order.” Art critics have repeatedly and erroneously called this kind of art 
“abstract.” But in this category of art, the traditional artist is addressing himself not 
to ideas as such, or abstractions, but to spirits and deities vividly conceived, The 
distinction is worth emphasizing, because abstraction properly belongs to an age 
that has lost considerable faith in the perceptible real—an age, as it were, of disbe- 
lief. Those horrendous shapes that feature in the folk myth and the plastic arts are 
as real as the forests and the sequestered shrines that they inhabit. The chi wara of 
the Bambara is not simply “fecundity” as an abstract idea; it was a spirit sent down 
by the Creator to promote fecundity. But, although you cannot accurately picture a 
spirit, the Bambara have too vivid a sense of the real to be lost in imprecisions. So 
they portray the chi wara in the stylized form of a denizen of the fecund environ- 
ment, the antelope, worn as a mask during their ritual dances. 

It would be mistaken to call a figure abstract simply because it combined selec- 
tive images in a composite form and was treated with some stylization, Those 
figures are vivid elements of a people’s living myth. Allecto with serpents for her 
hair is not an abstract idea of fury; she is a Fury. The same applies to our ceremo- 
nial masks. They are the artist’s vivid portrait of an ancestral or a genial presence— 
the figures, as Senghor tells us in his “Prayer to Masks,” through whom the spirit 
breathes. But since the artist cannot claim exact knowledge of the outlines of a 
spirit’s physiognomy, he endeavors to strike a just balance between his limitations 
and his sense of the real; those masks are a biomorphic response to the various 
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forms and natures of the spirits concerned. It is remarkable how close those por- 
traits of spirits can be. 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


Philosophy includes the study of the Beautiful as well as the metaphysical, epistemo- 
logical, and ethical concerns for the True and the Good. The experience of the beautiful 
usually is referred to as “aesthetics” and, typically, it is bound up with the study of art 
and artworks. But Plato took as his example the beautiful person and distrusted art; 
Kant took as his paradigm the beauty of nature and its ultimate significance, the inspi- 
ration to be moral. Foremost among the concerns that have dominated aesthetics since 
ancient times are the questions of how one can justify an aesthetic judgment and what is 
the place of art in society. Plato gave the first question a powerful answer, suggesting 
that our sense of beauty is in fact the recognition of a transcendent Form of Beauty. But 
he answered the second question with considerable suspicion, and ever since art has 
seemed at least to some philosophers to be more of a distraction than an important ad- 
dition to social life. 

Aristotle countered that art plays a vital role in everyday life, both as innocent enter- 
tainment and as a model of a kind of perfection. Christian thought often sided with 
Plato on this question, but modern thought tended to move back toward Aristotle. David 
Hume raised the serious challenge as to whether there could be any “objective” decision 
about the quality of art; Immanuel Kant answered Hume by saying that it is the very na- 
ture of our mental faculties that explains taste and our sense of beauty. Hegel, Schopen- 
hauer, and Nietzsche defended the view that art provides a means of self-awareness, and 
therein lies its importance. The twentieth century has raised new questions as art has be- 
come more abstract and less representational—which José Ortega y Gasset calls “dehu- 
manization” but John Dewey defends as a fundamental human experience. Finally, a 
new awareness of non-Western art and of gender in Western art has aroused contempo- 
rary sensibilities and created new challenges. 


CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS 


1. Compare and contrast Hume’s and Kant’s view of aesthetic judgments. 

2. Dewey’s view that art depicts tension and that tension permeates our lives creates a 
new artistic ideal. How does this change the modern notion of beauty? Is this notion 
different from Plato’s idea of beauty? Aristotle’s? 

3. A famous dictum states “Of taste, there is no dispute.” What do you think this state- 
ment means? Would Hume or Kant agree? 

4. What role does beauty or art play in your life? Would you give beauty the same im- 
portance as truth or goodness? Can you think of ways in which truth, goodness, and 
beauty may be related? 


712 CHAPTER 10 @ BEAUTY 
GLOSSARY 


aesthetics The study of beauty and the experience of the beautiful. 

Apollonian (Nietzsche) The rational principle in art, Form. 

catharsis (Aristotle) The purging (or purifying) of emotion through art. 

closure Coming to a satisfactory end or conclusion, self-contained. 

Dionysian (Nietzsche) The irrational principle in art, energy, willfulness. 

free play (Kant) The interplay between the imagination and the understanding that produces 
the sense of beauty. 

imagination (Kant) That mental faculty responsible for the production (and reproduction) of 
representations. 

intersubjective Experience shared by different subjects. 

purposiveness without a purpose (Kant) The idea that the elements of a beautiful object seem 
to cohere as if toward a purpose, but we can find no definite purpose. For example, a sunset 
seems to us a unified aesthetic phenomenon, but there obviously is no “purpose” to a sunset. 

understanding (Kant) The faculty that provides determinate concepts to experience. 

will (Schopenhauer) The ultimate irrational force that art allows us to escape (temporarily). 
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ance and Reality (1893), in which he argues a very strong version of the coherence theory of 
truth. 

Buddha (6th century B.C.E.) The “Awakened One”; a name for the founder of the Buddhist reli- 
gion; the ancient Indian prince, Siddharta Gautama, after his enlightenment. 

Butler, Bishop Joseph (1692—1752) Powerful English clergyman who formulated what are still 
recognized as the standard arguments against psychological egoism in his Fifteen Sermons 
(1726). 

Calhoun, Cheshire Teaches philosophy at Colby College in Maine. 

Churchland, Paul (1942—) American philosopher at the University of California, San Diego; 
specialist in cognitive science and the interplay between philosophy, computer science, and 
neurology. 

Confucius (6th—Sth century B.C.E.) Ancient Chinese sage and founder of the Confucian religion. 
His doctrine sought “gentlemanly conduct,” which was to be achieved through adherence to 
ritual. 

Corvino, John Teaches philosophy at Wayne State University in Detroit and is the author of 
Same Sex. 

Cynics (4th century B.C.E.) Group of post-Socratic philosophers who taught that the good life 
was a life of complete autonomy. Therefore they minimized the social values of success, 
wealth, and honor and focused their attention on what makes a person wholly self-sufficient. 
For Diogenes, this consisted of the simplest life possible, based upon simple pleasures and 

simple virtues. For Aristippus, this consisted of a life of immediate pleasure. 
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Davies, Paul Best-selling author, physicist, and cosmologist, teaches at MacQuarrie University 
in Australia. 

Democritus (Sth century B.C.E.) Pre-Socratic philosopher who taught that reality is divisible into 
small “atoms,” which combine to make up all things but which themselves are eternal and in- 
divisible. 

Derrida, Jacques (1930—) French philosopher and founder of the school of “deconstruction.” He 
teaches at the Ecole Normal Superior in France, but is occasionally a visiting lecturer at Amer- 
ican universities. He has taught at Yale, Cornell, and the University of California at Irvine. 

Descartes, René (1596-1650) French philosopher who is usually considered the “father of 
modern philosophy.” He was raised in the French aristocracy and educated at the excellent Je- 
suit College of La Fléche. He became skilled in the classics, law, and medicine; however, he 
decided that they fell far short of proper knowledge, and so he turned to modern science and 
mathematics. His first book was a defense of Copernicus, which he prudently did not publish. 
He discovered, while still a young man, the connections between algebra and geometry (which 
we now call “analytic geometry”) and used this discovery as a model for the rest of his career. 
Basing the principles of philosophy and theology on a similar mathematical basis, he was able 
to develop a method in philosophy that could be carried through according to individual rea- 
son and no longer depended upon appeal to authorities whose insights and methods were 
questionable. In Discourse on Method (1637), he set out these basic principles, which he had 
already used in Meditations on First Philosophy (not published until 1641), to reexamine the 
foundations of philosophy. He sought a basic premise from which, as in a geometrical proof, 
he could deduce all those principles that could be known with certainty. 

Dewey, John (1859-1952) American pragmatist and social critic, reformer. Author of a great 
many influential books on education as well as the central topics of philosophy. 

d’Holbach, Baron Paul Henri (1723-1789) French philosopher and one of the leaders of the 
Enlightenment. An ardent materialist and atheist, he represented the most radical fringe of the 
brilliant free-thinkers of prerevolutionary France. 

Diogenes (412?—323? B.C.E.) Cynic philosopher who lived an extremely simple life. Offered 
anything he wanted by Alexander the Great, he replied, “Get out of my light.” 

Douglass, Frederick (1818-1895) American abolitionist and freed slave; he became one of this 
country’s greatest speakers and writers about freedom. 

Edwards, Jonathan (1703-1758) American philosopher and Calvinist theologian. President at 
the time of his death of what is now Princeton University. 

Epicurus (342?—270 B.C.E.) Greek philosopher who argued that the good life was pleasure, but 
not just the immediate pleasure talked about by Aristippus. Some pleasures last longer than 
others; some have a lower price than others. Accordingly, he taught self-control and avoidance 
of violent pleasures, which often caused more pain than ultimate pleasure. Ultimately what 
was most pleasurable, according to Epicurus, was a life of peace and quiet. Today we use the 
word “Epicurean” to describe someone who often indulges in pleasures, particularly sophisti- 
cated pleasures (gourmet food, for example). 

Fichte, Johann Gottlieb (1762-1814) German philosopher, student of Immanuel Kant, who 
turned Kant’s “transcendental” philosophy into a practically oriented and relativistic “ethical 
idealism.” He taught that “the kind of philosophy a man chooses depends upon the kind of 
man he is.” One of the first German nationalists. 

Foucault Michel (1926-1984) French “post-structuralist,” Follower of Nietzsche, He wrote in- 
fluential books on knowledge, power, sexuality and selfhood. 

Frankfurt, Harry American moral philosopher, currently teaching at Princeton University. 

Frege, Gottlob (1848-1925) Brilliant logician whose work on the foundations of arithmetic in- 
spired Bertrand Russell and Alfred North Whitehead and turned the current of logical thinking 
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from the Mill-like empiricism that was then reigning (in Germany as well as England) to a 
hardheaded mathematical discipline. He is often said to have been the pioneer and innovator 
of modern mathematical logic. Most important, perhaps, is his Foundations of Arithmetic 
(1884). 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1900-2002) Leading German promoter of hermeneutics. 

Goldman, Emma (1869-1940) American anarchist, born in Russia, emigrated to the United 
States, expelled by J. Edgar Hoover as “the most dangerous woman in America.” 

Goodman, Nelson (1906-1998) Contemporary American pragmatist who, together with 
W. V. O. Quine, has made pragmatism once again a dominant force in philosophy. 

Grosz, Elizabeth Director of the Institute for Critical and Cultural Studies at Monash Univer- 
sity, Grosz has published several texts in feminist philosophy. 

Hanh, Thich Nhat Vietnamese Buddhist monk, peace activist, and writer. He currently lives in 
France and occasionally teaches in the United States. 

Harman, Gilbert American philosopher who specializes in ethics, epistemology, and cognition 
science. He teaches at Princeton University. 

Hartshorne, Charles (1897-2000) Was Professor Emeritus of philosophy at the University of 
Texas at Austin and the author of a great many books over his long and distinguished career. 

He is, perhaps, best known for his work in the philosophy of religion. 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1770-1831) German philosopher who, during the age of 
Napoleon, wrote his Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), which was the single most powerful 
influence in European philosophy—after Kant’s works—for the next hundred years. He ar- 
gued that there were many different views of the world, that none of them should be thought 
to be wholly correct or incorrect in exclusion of the others, but that these various views could 
still be compared and evaluated according to a “dialectic”” in which some views are shown to 
be more developed, more inclusive, and more adequate than others. 

Heidegger, Martin (1889—1976) German phenomenologist and student of Edmund Husserl, 
whose rebellion against his teacher began the “existential” movement in phenomenology. His 
best-known work is Being and Time (1927). Although focusing on metaphysics and phenom- 
enology, this work is also one of the first existentialist studies of “human nature.” 

Held, Virginia American philosopher, specializing in feminist epistemology. She currently 
teaches at the City University of New York Graduate Center. 

Heraclitus (5th century B.C.E.) Pre-Socratic philosopher who taught that the basic element of re- 
ality was fire and that all things are in constant flux but yet are unified by an underlying logic 
or logos. 

Hobbes, Thomas (1588-1679) The author of Leviathan (1651) and one of England’s first great 
modern philosophers. He is generally credited with the formulation of the theory of the “social 
contract” for the establishment of governments and society, and he was one of the first 
philosophers to base his theory of government on a conception of man prior to his “civiliza- 
tion,” in what he called “the state of nature.” This was, according to Hobbes, “solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish, and short.” Therefore, people were motivated to become part of society for their 
mutual protection. Hobbes also defended a materialist conception of the universe. Even the 
human mind, he argued, was nothing more than “matter in motion.” 

Hospers, John (1918-2003) Former professor of philosophy at the University of Southern Cal- 
ifornia, articulate follower of Ayn Rand, and one-time Libertarian candidate for President of 
the United States. 

Hsun Tsu (298-230 B.C.E.) Was a Confucian philosopher who emphasized the importance of 
culture in replacing man’s natural selfishness with virtue. 

Hume, David (1711-1776) Often admired as the outstanding genius of British philosophy. Born 
in Scotland (Edinburgh), where he spent much of his life, he often traveled to London and 
Paris. After a vacation in France, he wrote the Treatise of Human Nature (1739). He achieved 
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notoriety as well as literary fame in his lifetime, was involved in scandals, and was proscribed 
by the Church. He was refused professorships at the leading universities for his “heresies.” Yet 
he was, by all accounts, an utterly delightful man who never lost his sense of humor. He was 
“the life of the party” in London, Edinburgh, and Paris, and he has long set the standard of the 
ideal thinker for British philosophers. Hume’s Enguiry Concerning the Principles of Morals 
(1751) created as much of a stir in the intellectual world as his Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding (1748). Like the latter book, the book on morality was a rewriting of his youth- 
ful Treatise, which never received the attention it deserved. Hume's thesis in moral philosophy 
was as skeptical and shocking as his thesis in epistemology. There is no knowledge of right 
and wrong and no rational defense of moral principles. These are based upon sentiment or 
feeling and, as such, cannot be defended by argument. 

Husserl, Edmund (1859—1938) German-Czech philosopher and mathematician who was the 
founder of phenomenology, a modern form of rational intuitionism. With Gottlob Frege, he 
fought against the empiricist view of necessary truth defended by John Stuart Mill and devel- 
oped an alternative view in which matters of necessity were not matters of ordinary experience 
but rather of a special kind of intuition. His best-known works are Ideas (Vol. 1) (1913) and 
Cartesian Meditations (1931). 

Ibn-Rushd (Averroés) (1126-1198) Spanish Islamic theologian, generally considered to be the 
last Islamic Aristotelian. 

Irigaray, Luce French feminist philosopher. Her work incorporates literary criticism, feminism, 
and philosophy. Her best known works are Speculum of the Other Woman and This Sex Which 
Is Not One. 

James, William (1842—1910) Perhaps the greatest American philosopher (and psychologist) to 
this day. He developed the particularly American philosophy of pragmatism from the brilliant 
but obscure formulations of his colleague at Harvard, Charles Sanders Peirce, into a popular 
and still very powerful intellectual force. James was born in New York City and graduated 
from Harvard with a medical degree, but he decided to teach (at Harvard) rather than to prac- 
tice medicine. His best-known work in philosophy, besides his work called Pragmatism: A 
New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking (1907), is The Varieties of Religious Experience 
(1902). He also established himself as one of the fathers of modern psychology with his Prin- 
ciples of Psychology (1890). 

Juhl, Cory Teaches philosophy and philosophy of science at the University of Texas at Austin. 
Kane, Robert Teaches philosophy at the University of Texas at Austin. He is the author of 
Through the Moral Maze, The Importance of Free Will and other books and many articles. 
Kant, Immanuel (1724—1804) German philosopher, probably the greatest philosopher since 
Plato and Aristotle, who lived his entire life in a small town in East Prussia (K6nigsburg). He 
was a professor at the university there for more than thirty years; he never married, and his 
neighbors said that his habits were so regular that they could set their watches by him. (A later 
German poet said, “It is hard to write about Kant’s life, for he had no life.”) Yet, from a safe 
distance, he was one of the most persistent defenders of the French Revolution and, in philos- 
ophy, created no less a revolution himself. His philosophical system, embodied in three huge 
volumes called Critique of Pure Reason (1781), Critique of Practical Reason (1788), and Cri- 
tique of Judgment (1790), changed the thinking of philosophers as much as the revolution 
changed France. His central thesis was the defense of what he called “synthetic a priori” judg- 
ments (and their moral and religious equivalents) by showing their necessity for all human 
experience. In this way, he escaped from Hume’s skepticism and avoided the dead-end intu- 

itionism of his rational predecessors. 

Kierkegaard, Søren (1813—1855) Danish philosopher and theologian who is generally recog- 
nized as the father of existentialism and the founder of many varieties of contemporary reli- 
gious irrationalism. Kierkegaard dedicated himself to religious writing after a short and not 
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altogether successful attempt at the wild life and a brief engagement, which he broke off in or- 
der to devote himself to his work. The basic tenet of Kierkegaard’s philosophy was the need 
for each individual to choose his own way of life. Christianity, as one of the possible choices, 
could not be considered anything other than just such a choice, a passionate choice, which had 
nothing to do with doctrines, churches, social groups, and ceremonies. 

King, Martin Luther, Jr. (1929-1968) American Baptist minister, civil rights leader, and No- 
bel Prize Laureate. He was assassinated in 1968. 

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm von (1646—1716) Leibniz has been called “the last of the universal 
geniuses.” He was one of the inventors of the calculus, the father of modern formal linguistics, 
the inventor of a primitive computer, a military strategist (who may have influenced Napo- 
leon), a physicist who in his own time was thought to be the rival of Newton, and most of all a 
great philosopher. He grew up in Leipzig but traveled considerably (to Paris and Amsterdam 
and all over Germany). He spoke personally with most of the great philosophers of his time 
and debated with them constantly. His metaphysics is a curious combination of traditional 
theology and a radical alternative to the physical doctrines of Newton, to whose philosophy he 
had once been attracted but which he had given up as “absurd.” His short Monadology (1714) 
is a summary of his mature metaphysical theories. 

Lloyd, Genevieve Feminist philosopher, currently at the University of New South Wales in 
Australia. 

Locke, John (1632-1704) Spent his early life in the English countryside, including many years 
at Oxford where he taught philosophy and the classics until he earned a medical degree and 
turned to medicine. Much of Locke’s mature life, however, was spent in politics, and he joined 
a more or less revolutionary group that was fighting for the overthrow of the government. He 
was forced to flee England in 1683, and he lived in Holland until the Glorious Revolution of 

1688. For his part in the struggle, he received a government position, although he spent most 
of his time writing his two Treatises on Government (1689) to justify the revolution and its po- 
litical principles and defending his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), which 
he had written while in exile. He is generally credited as not only the founder of British em- 
piricism but the father of modern political liberalism as well. 

Logical positivists (from roughly 1929 until the Nazis proscribed it in 1938) A powerful school 
of philosophy that originated in Vienna with a group of scientists and philosophers of anti-Nazi, 
liberal, antimetaphysical, and scientific persuasion—the “Vienna Circle.” Against the horren- 
dous mythologies and superstitions propagandized by the Nazis, using the old metaphysics as 
a tool, these philosophers used the clarity of science to dispel nonsense and to defend common 
sense. Accordingly, the group was broken by the Nazis, and most of its members, except for 
Moritz Schlick, who was shot by an insane student, left for the United States, England, and Hol- 
land. The main thrust of logical positivism is its total rejection of metaphysics in favor of a strong 
emphasis on science and verifiability through experience. The method of the logical positivists, 
accordingly, is strongly empiricist (they actually called themselves “logical empiricists”) and 
has much in common with the method of Hume, according to which all knowledge is to be de- 
fended either as a matter of empirical fact to be verified (that is, confirmed) through experience 

or as a matter of logic and language to be demonstrated through analysis. Arithmetic and geom- 
etry, for the logical positivists, consist of analytic truths. 

MacKinnon, Catherine American professor of law, known particularly for her writings on phi- 
losophy of law and feminism. 

Malcolm X (1925-1965) Outspoken leader of the black nationalist movement in this country. 

He was assassinated in 1965, upon his return from a trip to the Middle East. 
Mandela, Nelson Until recently was the president of South Africa and remains the hero of the 


Republic 
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Marcuse, Herbert (1898—1979) Twentieth-century philosopher of the “Frankfurt School,” 
which sought inter-disciplinary Marxist social criticism. He emigrated to the United States 
during WWII, and taught during his later years at the University of California at LaJolla. 

Marx, Karl (1818—1883) German philosopher and social theorist who formulated the philo- 
sophical basis for one of the most cataclysmic political ideologies of the twentieth century, He 
received a doctorate in philosophy but could not teach in Germany because of his radical 
views. He spent most of his life abroad, in Paris, Brussels, and London, developing his theo- 
ries and writing for various journals and newspapers (including the New York Herald Tribune). 
His savage attacks on established beliefs and advocacy of revolution were constant throughout 
his life and forced him into exile. As a young man he wrote a devastating critique of G. W. F. 
Hegel, whom he had studied and followed as a young student, and whose concept of “dialec- 
tic” he used in developing a powerful social-political philosophy of class conflict and eco- 
nomic determination. ; 

Mead, Margaret (1901—1978) American anthropologist and author. Her two most famous works 
are Coming of Age in Samoa and Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies. 

Mencius (372—289 B.C.E.) A Confucian philosopher who emphasized man’s natural compassion 
and virtue. 

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice (1908-1961) French “existentialist,” the most serious of the existen- 
tial phenomenologists who followed Husserl in France. His most important work is his Phe- 
nomenology of Perception (1945). He is also well known for his political writings and his art 
criticism. In his early Structure of Behavior (1942), he argued that the human body cannot be 
considered merely another “fragment of matter,” in other words, merely a body, but must be 
viewed as the center of our experience. 

Michaels, Meredith (1950—) American philosopher, Smith College. 

Mill, John Stuart (1806-1873) Son of James Mill, also a philosopher, and one of the docu- 
mented geniuses of modern history. His intellectual feats by the age of ten would have been to 
the credit of most scholars at the age of sixty. He pushed himself so hard, however, that he suf- 
fered a nervous breakdown in 1826, at the age of twenty, and turned his attention from the 
“hard” sciences to poetry and political reform. He is best known for his moral and political 
writings, particularly On Liberty (1859) and Utilitarianism (1861). His logic and epistemol- 
ogy are the best to be found in the British empiricist tradition of the nineteenth century. His 
views on mathematics, for example, became one of those positions that every writer on the 
subject had either to accept or to fight forcefully. 

Nagarjuna (2nd century C.E.) Late ancient Indian skeptic, he claimed that knowledge of causa- 
tion and substance was impossible. 

Nagel, Thomas (1937—) American philosopher at New York University and a broadranging 
thinker who has written on a spectrum of topics from sex and death to political philosophy and 
racism in South Africa. He is the author of Mortal Questions and The View from Nowhere. 

Narayan, Uma Educated in India and the United States, she teaches philosophy at Vassar College. 

Nietzsche, Friedrich (1844-1900) German philosopher who declared himself the archenemy of 
traditional morality and Christianity and spent much of his life writing polemics against them. 
His most sustained and vicious attack (partly included in the text) is in one of his last books, 
Antichrist (1888). Although generally known as an immoralist (a name he chose for himself), 
Nietzsche's moral philosophy is actually an attack on one conception of morality in order to 
replace it with another. The morality he attacked was the morality of traditional Christianity as 
defined by Kant. The morality he sought to defend was the ancient morality of personal excel- 
lence, as defined by Aristotle. He referred to the first as “slave morality,” suggesting that it was 
Suitable only for the weak and servile, and to the latter as “master morality,” suggesting that it 
was the morality of the strong and independent few. 
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Nishitani, Keiji (1900-1990) Japanese philosopher, a representative of the “Kyoto School,” 
founded by Kitaro Nishida (1870—1945). Their work was devoted to incorporating Western 
thought, especially existentialism, with Buddhism. 

Nozick, Robert (1938-2002) American philosopher at Harvard University; author of an influen- 
tial book on political philosophy, Anarchy, State and Utopia and Philosophical Explanations. 

Okpewho, Isidore A specialist in oral literature, Okpewho teaches in the English department of 
the University of Ibadan in Nigeria. 

Ortega y Gasset, José (1883—1955) Spanish philosopher and author of the controversial book 
The Revolt of the Masses. He also wrote widely on metaphysics and aesthetics, and published 
a book on the subject of romantic love. 

Ortner, Sherry American anthropologist, best known for her work in cross-cultural gender 
distinctions. 

Parmenides (Sth century B.C.E.) Pre-Socratic philosopher who taught that reality was eternal 
and unchanging and that therefore we could not know it as such. 

Pascal, Blaise (1623—1662) French scientist and philosopher with mildly mystical tendencies. 
He stressed confidence in the “heart” rather than in reason, and many of his best-known 
writings are concerned with the problems of religious faith. However, he was also one of the in- 
ventors of the computer and a famous mathematician. His best-known work is Pensées 
(“Thoughts”) (1669). 

Plato (427-347 B.c.z.) Plato was born into a family of wealth and political power. But in Athens 
he fell under the influence of Socrates and turned his talents to philosophy. He conceived of a 
“philosopher-king,” the ideal wise ruler, who certainly did not exist in Athens. He was disillu- 
sioned by Socrates’ execution and devoted his life to continuing his work. Plato set up the 
Academy for this purpose and spent the rest of his life teaching there. He first set down his 
reminiscences of Socrates’ life and death, and, using the dialogue form, with Socrates as his 
mouthpiece, he extended Socrates’ thought into entirely new areas, notably, metaphysics and 
the theory of knowledge. Plato incorporated a theory of morality into his metaphysics and pol- 
itics, particularly in The Republic. Like all Greeks, he saw ethics as part of politics and the 
good life for the individual in terms of the strength and harmony of the society. In The Repub- 
lic, accordingly, Socrates argues against the various views of selfishness and hedonism that 
would interfere with such a conception. Virtue, he argues, is the harmony of the individual 
soul as well as the harmony of the individual within the society. It is still difficult, since we 
have nothing from Socrates himself, to know how much is original Plato and how much is 
transcribed Socrates. 

Pythagoras (6th—Sth century B.C.E.) The religious mystic who believed that numbers were the 
essence of all things. One of the Pre-Socratics. 

Quine, Willard Van Orman (1908-2000) Contemporary American pragmatist whose early at- 
tacks on logical positivism and its basic tenets have been responsible for several of the domi- 
nant concerns of recent American philosophy. His attack on Immanuel Kant’s distinction 
between “analytic” and “synthetic” sentences, for example, along with the more traditional 
distinction between necessity and contingency, have thrown the entire philosophical enterprise 
into considerable turmoil. According to Quine, there are no indubitably “necessary” state- 
ments or beliefs, just those that happen, at a particular point in our knowledge and interests, to 

hold a relatively protected place in the overall system of our beliefs for ostensibly practical 
reasons. He is the author of Word and Object (1960) and many other works in logic and the 
philosophy of language 
Rawls, John (1921-2002) Author of A Theory of Justice (1971) and professor of philosophy at 
Harvard University 
Rorty, Richard American philosopher, currently teaching at Stanford University. 
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Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712-1778) Stormy Enlightenment philosopher who fought with 
most of his peers (including David Hume) and developed a dramatic conception of “natural 
morality,” which he contrasted to what he saw as the fraud and hypocrisy of contemporary civ- 
ilized man. He formulated a picture of man in “the state of nature,” before civilization, in 
which his “natural goodness” was not yet “corrupted” by society. The key to this idea was his 
conception of moral sentiment, which was innate in all people and not learned from society. 
His writings were condemned, and he spent much of his life running from the police. He died 
in total poverty, but only a few years after his death his political ideas became the central ide- 
ology of the French Revolution. 

Russell, Bertrand (1872—1970) One of the greatest philosophers of our century. As a young 
man, he wrote, with Alfred North Whitehead, a book called Principia Mathematica (1903), 
which set the stage for modern logic and foundations of mathematics and gave logic a central 
role as a philosophical tool. He wrote an enormous number of philosophical books on virtu- 
ally every topic, including several notorious polemics in favor of what was branded “free 
love” and atheism. He was a persistent and harsh critic of religion in general and Christianity 
in particular, as a source of what he called superstition and legitimized murder. Russell was a 
committed pacifist during World War I and wrote at least one of his most famous books while 
sitting in prison for his antiwar activities. Like his famous predecessor, David Hume (with 
whom he has much in common), Russell was too controversial for most universities, and a fa- 
mous court case prevented him from teaching at the City College of New York. He won the 
Nobel prize in 1950. 

Ryle, Gilbert (1900-1978) Oxford “ordinary-language” philosopher whose book The Concept 
of Mind (1949) set the stage for several decades of debate over his quasi-behavioristic resolu- 
tion of the mind-body problem. His main thesis is that the distinction between mind and body 
rests on what he calls a “category mistake,” that is, wrongly believing something to be one 
kind of thing when it is really another. In particular, it has been thought that mental events 
were events on a par with, but wholly different from, bodily events. Instead, Ryle argues, to 
talk about mind is to talk about behavioral dispositions and abilities. (To say that a person 
wants to do something is to say that he would do that if given the opportunity.) 

Sartre, Jean-Paul (1905-1980) Contemporary French philosopher who began as a literary 
writer and a phenomenologist, in the style of Edmund Husserl, but who converted that austere 
philosophy to his own radical ends, He is generally regarded as the main proponent of the phi- 
losophy of “existentialism.” Sartre’s existentialism is a moral philosophy as well as a philoso- 
phy of freedom, It denies that there is any such thing as “human nature” and therefore insists 
that “man makes himself.” That is, through our various choices and moral commitments we 
define what we want humanity to be. According to Sartre, we do not simply find moral princi- 
ples upon which we should act, but rather we choose those moral principles through our act- 
ing. Thus Sartre’s moral philosophy places most of its emphasis on action and minimizes the 
importance of moral deliberation and all that sort of moralizing in which we simply talk about 
what is good, rather than simply a “good will” as in Kant. In his novels and plays, Sartre's 
characters are always torn by alternative identities, suffering just because they cannot make up 
their minds. In his greatest work, Being and Nothingness (1943), Sartre argues that everyone 
“is who he is not, and is not who he is,” by which he means (in a paradoxical phrase) that our 
identity is never simply the totality of facts (“facticity”) that are true of us; we always identify 
Ourselves with our plans and intentions for the future (our “transcendence”) as well, which 
Means that so long as we are alive, we have no fixed “identity” at all. 

Schiller, Friedrich (1759— 1805) German playwright and philosopher. Schiller followed Kant in 
Philosophy and Goethe in literature, combining the influence of the two in his Letters on the 
Aesthetic Education of Mankind. 
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Schopenhauer, Arthur (1788—1860) German philosopher; famous pessimist and man of letters. 
His main work, The World as Will and Idea, was an elaboration on Kant’s philosophy. Yet in- 
stead of Kant’s rationality, irrationality of the will became the centerpiece of Schopenhauer’s 
philosophy. The book was first published in 1819, but did not become popular and earn its au- 
thor the fame he much desired until the second half of the nineteenth century. 

Searle, John (1932—) American philosopher at the University of California, Berkeley, the best- 
known proponent of “speech—act theory” in the philosophy of language and the author of 
many controversial books and articles, including a series of attacks on the ambitions of cogni- 
tive science and computer models of the mind. 

Sextus Empiricus (150-225 C.E.) Skeptic philosopher in Greece, seeking “peace of mind” 
through a suspension of belief. 

Shaffer, Jerome (1929—) American philosopher, presently teaching at the University of Con- 
necticut. One of the best-known critics of the now influential “identity theory” of mind and 
body. 

Shaftsbury, Earl of (1671—1713) Scottish “moral sentiment” theorist; defended and studied the 
role of such emotions as sympathy and compassion in moral life. 

Smart, J. J. C. (1920—) Australian philosopher late of the Australian National University in 
Canberra. Classic defender of the mind—body “identity theory.” 

Socrates (470-399 B.C.E.) Athenian philosopher with a gift for rhetoric and debating. He had a 
notoriously poor marriage, had several children, and lived in poverty most of his life. Socrates 
began his studies in the physical sciences but soon turned to the study of human nature, moral- 
ity, and politics. He became famous debating with the many “sophists” who wandered about 
giving practical training in argument and persuasion (the ancient equivalent of law school). 
Socrates found their general skepticism intolerable and urged a return to the absolute ideals of 
wisdom, virtue, justice, and the good life. In his philosophy, he approached these questions as 
matters of finding the exact definitions of these concepts in order to clarify our pursuit of 
them. In doing so, he developed a brilliant technique of dialogue or “dialectic” in which he 
would discover these definitions by constant debating, forcing his opponents or students to ad- 
vance varying theories, which he in turn would knock down. In the process, the correct defini- 
tion would slowly emerge. In his not always tactful search for truth, however, Socrates made 
many enemies, who eventually had him condemned to death, a cruel and unfair verdict he ac- 
cepted with dignity. 

Spinoza, Benedictus de (1632—1677) Spinoza was born Baruch ben Michael, the son of Jewish 
refugees from the Spanish Inquisition. He was born and grew up in Amsterdam, a relative 
haven of toleration in a world still dangerous because of religious hatreds. He studied to be a 
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wandered about the country making a living by grinding lenses, and was later ostracized by 
his fellow Jews for his heretical beliefs. His best-known book is Ethics (1677); it is a radical 
reinterpretation of God as identical to the universe (pantheism) and a protracted argument 
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Stoics (4th century B.C.E., with revisions until the Ist century C.E.) An ancient movement in phi- 
losophy that taught self-control and minimized passion, with a willingness to endure whatever 
fate has in store. Some believers were Zeno of Citium in Greece (not the same as Zeno of the 

paradoxes), Seneca, and Marcus Aurelius in Rome. 

Strawson, Peter Frederick (1919—) Contemporary Oxford philosopher whose book Individu- 
als (1959) was responsible for reintroducing systematic metaphysics into current British phi- 
losophy. He called his metaphysics “descriptive,” however, by which he meant to insist that it 
was only to be construed as an analysis and description of “our conceptual framework,” not of 
“reality-in-itself.” In the third chapter of that book, Strawson argues the thesis that the distinc- 
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tion between mind and body can be made only after we have recognized the primary category 
of “persons.” Persons are not conglomerates of minds and bodies, and we can talk of minds 
and bodies only because we first have a way of specifying the different attributes of a person. 

Tao Te Ching Poets (including Lao-Tzu) (5th century B.C.E.) Ancient Chinese mystics whose 
doctrine was that the “Tao” or “Way” was the ineffable underpinning of existence. 

Tarski, Alfred American logician who formulated the still controversial “semantic theory of 
truth” in 1944. 

Thales (6th century B.C.E.) The first known Greek philosopher, who taught that all things were 
ultimately composed of water. 

Thoreau, Henry David (1817-1862) American essayist, naturalist, and philosopher; a cham- 
pion of individualism. His most famous work was Walden. 

Tillich, Paul (1886—1965) German-born philosopher who spent many of his later years teaching 
in the United States. He is among the best known of those modern theologians who, like the 
Romantics of the last century, place the emphasis on emotion and “concern” rather than on 
reason in religion. In Tillich’s theology, God is no longer the transcendent judge of the scrip- 
tures but simply the symbol of our “ultimate concern.” He is the author of Systematic Theol- 
ogy (1953—63), The Dynamics of Faith (1957), and The Courage to Be (1952). 

Watson, John (1878—1958) American psychologist generally recognized as the founder of be- 
haviorism. He attacked the notion of “consciousness” as a remnant of the age-old religious 
belief in the “soul” and urged that we give up what he called such “magical” nonsense in favor 
of a purely scientific view, which allows us to talk sensibly only about observables, in other 
words, human behavior rather than the human “mind.” He is the author of Behaviorism 
(1924), 

Whitehead, Alfred North (1861—1947) Famous logician who, together with Bertrand Russell, 
established the basis of modern logic and who late in life turned to metaphysics. In place of 
the concept of substance, however, he argued for a concept of process, a universe in constant 
evolutionary change. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig (1889-1951) Austrian-born philosopher who became the single most 
powerful influence on twentieth-century “analytic” philosophy. He entered philosophy as an 
engineer, studied with Bertrand Russell, and wrote the book Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 
(1922), which inspired logical positivism. Giving up philosophy for a number of years and 
changing his mind about his arguments in the Tractatus, he returned to philosophy at Cam- 
bridge and developed that “therapeutic” brand of philosophy that became known as “ordinary- 
language” philosophy. In his later works, culminating in his Philosophical Investigations 
(1953, published posthumously), Wittgenstein initiated a devastating attack on Cartesian dual- 
ism and the problems it carried with it. His so-called private language argument, in fact culled 
from a series of aphorisms, argues that even if there were such “private” occurrences as men- 
tal events, we should have no way of talking about them and no way of knowing about them, 
even in our own case. But although he is often described as a “behaviorist,” Wittgenstein is 
better described as one of those philosophers who was groping for an entirely new conception 
of a “person” or at least attempting to reject all the old ones. 

Xenophanes (570-475 B.c.k.) Founder of the Eleatic school and a severe critic of Greek popular 
religion. 

Zarathustra (Zoroaster) (6th century B.C.E.) Ancient Persian reformer and prophet of the first 
monotheistic religion, Zoroastrianism. A 

Zeno of Elea (Sth century B.C.E.) Pre-Socratic philosopher and student of Parmenides who 
taught that motion was unreal and developed a series of brilliant paradoxes in order to prove it. 

Zimmerman, David American philosopher who teaches at Simon Fraser University in Vancou- 
ver and writes extensively on issues of free will and ethics. 
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